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Abstract
Sexual violence against women in India is on the rise. India’s capital city of New Delhi is 
referred to, by many, as the rape capital of the world. In the wake of the gang rape of a 
medical  student  in  Delhi,  which  sparked  protests  nationwide,  and  the  increasing  sexual 
violence  against  women  in  India  in  general,  questions  have  been  raised  regarding  the 
stereotypical gender roles constructed in Bollywood films and item songs, song and dance 
sequences within Bollywood films.  Gender  roles  portrayed in Bollywood cinema,  India’s 
Hindi language film industry, and the extent to which they shape and reflect the society, has 
been  subject  to  academic  research.  However,  this  thesis  conducts  a  unique  study  by 
examining  and  deconstructing  gender  roles  in  Bollywood  films  through  women’s 
empowerment development discourse. 
The thesis conducts content analysis of three popular Bollywood films and three item songs, 
through which gender roles are explored. The image of an empowered woman, portrayed by 
the women’s empowerment development discourse, and central components of the concept of 
empowerment  served  as  analytical  tools,  in  that  they  provided  a  contrasting  image  to 
compare the portrayal of gender roles in Bollywood films. In order to identify these gender 
roles,  analytical  tools  were  derived from feminist  film theory  of  the  male  gaze,  and the 
theorisation  of  portrayal  of  women  and  men  in  Bollywood  films,  by  numerous  Indian 
scholars. By utilising these analytical tools and the techniques provided by qualitative content 
analysis,  gender  roles  in  the  chosen  Bollywood  films  and  item  songs,  and  audience’s 
perception towards the gender roles were analysed to highlight recent trends in the portrayal 
of gender roles in Bollywood films, and item songs.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Problem area
In the past, development discourse focused mostly, if not solely, on economic development in 
terms of national income and its growth (Burnell, Randal & Rakner 2011: 341). However, the 
past few decades has seen a shift in the development discourse from economic development 
to  human development,  focusing  on  “enlarging  people’s  choices”,  including  “guaranteed 
human  rights  and  self-respect”  (UNDP  1990).  This  shift  towards  human  development 
brought to fore gender equality in to the development discourse.  Why is  gender equality 
relevant to development? Gender inequalities are persistent around the world. According to 
the World Bank, “in no region of the developing world are women equal to men in legal, 
social and economic rights” (World Bank 2001: 1). In many countries, especially in the third 
world countries, women do not enjoy the same rights to education, ownership of land and/or 
property, and do not have equal resources at their disposal, as men. In most of the South 
Asian countries and the Middle East, women cannot leave their homes without permission 
and approval of their fathers, brothers or husbands. There is also a gender gap when it comes 
to decision making, be it at the political level, where there are fewer women than men in 
parliaments and on ministerial posts, and domestic level, where women have less influence 
than their male family members in decisions involving distribution of income, among others. 
In many regions of the world, women are underrepresented in the political landscape, are 
paid less than men for the same job, and do not have control over the distribution of resources 
(World Bank 2001: 1-6).
These gender inequalities affect women and girls far greater than men and boys, however 
collectively, gender inequalities impact society as a whole (World Bank 2001: 1). Therefore, 
working towards and striving for an equal society, where men and women enjoy equal rights, 
will  develop society  as  a  whole.  For  this  reason,  obtaining gender  equality  is  of  utmost 
significance and a prerequisite for sustainable development. It is a core development issue 
and according to the World Bank, “an important part of a development strategy that seeks to 
enable all people - women and men alike - to escape poverty and improve their standard of 
living” (World Bank 2001: 1).
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The  United  Nation’s  Fourth  World  Conference  on  Women  in  Beijing  in  1995,  was  the 
beginning of  the  focus  on gender  mainstreaming (Chant  & Sweetman 2012:  519)  in  the 
development discourse. Previously, the development discourse was focused on women and 
their issues, however, the Beijing conference witnessed a change in the focus from women to 
gender. There was a mutual recognition that a shift from women to the concept of gender was 
required since women’s issues are not only women’s issues, they are issues which impact 
relations between men and women, and subsequently the structure of the society (UN Global 
Issues - Women 2012). According to the UN Division for Women, “this change represented a 
strong reaffirmation that women's rights were human rights and that gender equality was an 
issue of universal concern, benefiting all.” (UN Global Issues -  Women 2012).  Since the 
Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 and the resulting Beijing Platform for 
Action, gender equality has taken over the development discourse, and gender mainstreaming 
has been prominent in the strategies of NGOs, international non-governmental organisations 
(INGOs), World Bank, and policies of several nations around the world. Furthermore, gender 
equality was integrated explicitly as Goal No. 3 (Promote Gender Equality and Empower 
Women) in UN’s Millennium Development Goals (UN Global Issues - Women 2012).
There  are  different  development  approaches  to  tackle  the  gender  inequalities  faced  by 
women.  However,  national  governments,  NGOs,  INGOs,  international  agencies  and 
development cooperation agencies have increasingly promoted women’s empowerment as 
their  development  approach.  There  are  several  definitions  and  approaches  of  women 
empowerment, but in a nutshell the idea behind the word empowerment is, to “create just and 
equitable  societies”  (OECD  2011:  6),  and  that  “women  through  empowerment  achieve 
equality and equity with men in society” (Moser 1993: 4).  Apart  from creating a society 
which  is  just  and  equal  in  nature,  the  development  approach  surrounding  women 
empowerment puts emphasis on women’s agency. Agency, which is sometimes defined as 
empowerment, is defined by the World Bank as, “the capacity to make decisions about one’s 
own life  and  act  on  them to  achieve  a  desired  outcome,  free  of  violence,  retribution  or 
fear.”  (World  Bank 2014:  1).  In  other  words,  women should  have  the  freedom to  make 
decisions on their own without any restrictions and fear of any sort. For instance, if a woman 
wants to roam the streets late at night in a South Asian country, she should be able to do so, 
without any restrictions from her family and fear of violence.
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Since women’s empowerment, their agency, gender equality and a just society dominates the 
development discourse, and is one of the main development approaches, this thesis focuses 
on India, world’s largest democracy and a regional power, and the status of women in India, 
compared to the image portrayed by the empowerment development approach. What are the 
ground realities of women in India? The motivation and interest behind this question lies in 
the increasing violence against women in India,  which has brought India in the spotlight 
internationally. Do women in India have agency? Do they have the right to make their own 
decisions? Are they considered equal to men?
Women in India do not enjoy the same status as men. Many academics and feminist scholars 
argue, that the perception of women in the Indian society is that of a secondary class citizen. 
The most recent example of it is displayed in a documentary based on the gang rape of Jyoti 
Singh, a 23 year old medical student who was brutally gang raped in India’s capital city of 
Delhi  in  December  2012,  and  consequently  died,  causing  local  and  global  outrage.  The 
documentary titled, ‘India’s Daughter’, made by Leslee Udwin, features explosive remarks 
by the rapists of Jyoti Singh and their defence lawyers. Mukesh one of the rapists said, “a girl 
is far more responsible for rape than a boy” and that “boy and girl are not equal. Housework 
and housekeeping is for girls, not roaming in bars and discos at night doing wrong things, 
wearing the wrong clothes.” (Udwin 2015). Similarly and surprisingly, the defence lawyers 
of the rapists share same views of a woman. M.L. Sharma, one of the defence lawyers of the 
rapists said, “a female is just like a flower. It gives a good-looking, very softness performance, 
pleasant. But on the other hand, a man is just like a thorn. Strong, tough enough. That flower 
always needs protection.” (Udwin 2015).
This perception and status of women as an object - a “flower” - which needs protection and 
should be domesticated, the rapist and the defence lawyer (a government employee) possess, 
are to some extent, a reflection of the Indian society where majority of men consider women 
as inferior. It is imperative to note, however, that not all Indian women are inferior to men, 
and not all men perceive them as so. However, Kiran Bedi, an Indian politician, says that 40 
per cent of the male population has the same mindset as the rapists and the defence lawyers, 
and “they [the men] think women is a harmless domestic animal” (NDTV Dialogues 2015). 
The notion of public space belonging to men is also argued to be prevalent in the Indian 
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society, as Bedi says, “they [the men] have rights and privileges and if the woman comes in 
public space she is questioning their privilege.” (NDTV Dialogues 2015).
What  causes  the  unequal  power  relation  between  men  and  women?  Why  are  women’s 
identities limited to their sexuality? These questions serve as the motivation of this thesis. 
Many in their search for an answer for these questions focus on the historical and cultural 
perspectives of the Indian society. While it is true that family values, norms and traditions, 
religion and culture have played a role in creating this ‘second-class citizen’ status of  women 
in the society, however, what this thesis aims to illuminate is a part of the Indian society 
which  until  recently  only  a  few  had  researched:  the  Indian  film  industry,  specifically 
Mumbai-based Bollywood. The Indian film industry has seen exceptional growth over the 
decades.  Bollywood, a name derived by its American counterpart Hollywood, is a part of the 
Indian film industry (Agarwal 2014: 21). It is based in Mumbai and produces films in Hindi 
language.  A major  centre  of  film production,  it  was  granted  an  “industry  status”  by  the 
government of India in 1998 (Punathambekar 2013: 1), and has since then expanded globally. 
An estimated 200 Bollywood films are produced annually, with an audience not restricted to 
India, but expanding to the South Asian subcontinent, Africa, South America, Eastern Europe 
and Russia (Dudrah 2006: 30). Bollywood is the most popular part of the Indian film industry 
due  to  its  broad-based  language  appeal,  Hindi,  which  is  understood  in  the  neighbouring 
Pakistan and other South Asian countries (Dudrah 2006: 30). 
There are different genres of Bollywood films but at a basic level, almost every Bollywood 
movie revolves around a boy-meets-girl storyline consisting of a hero and heroine, and a 
villain who serves as an opposition to their romance. What has caught scholars’ and activists’ 
attention the most is the portrayal of women in Bollywood films. The portrayal of women in 
majority  of  Bollywood  films  is  highly  stereotypical.  Women  are  portrayed  as  either 
homemakers, carers of the family, dependent on men, or as objects of male attention. Many 
claim that  the objectification of  women in Bollywood films contributes  to  the increasing 
sexual violence against women in India, by constructing gender roles and misrepresenting 
gender relations. These claims can be backed by the so called item songs, or item numbers, in 
Bollywood  films.  An  increasing  number  of  films  feature  item  songs,  a  song  and  dance 
number, featuring scantily clad actresses, dancing explicitly to indecent lyrics. While some 
actresses see the songs as the way forward, feminists and social activists are critical of them. 
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Many hold the view that, the stereotypical portrayal of women in Bollywood films, and the 
objectification of women in item songs not only demean women, but also make it okay for 
men to eve-tease and harass women, among others.
It is argued that Bollywood films are a reflection of the Indian society. It is true in a sense that 
the audience makes or breaks a film. Out of the 200 films produced annually, only 20 per cent 
are a box-office hit (Dudrah 2006: 33). In this regard, the producers of the films are catering 
to the audience’s demand. Therefore, if a film with an item song is a hit, it is because the 
content of the film is appreciated by the masses. The portrayal of women, be it through the 
storyline or item songs, creates gender roles determining how women and men should carry 
themselves, how they should act, think, dress and speak. How are gender roles portrayed in 
Bollywood films? How are these gender roles perceived? These questions are the foundation 
of the thesis.
To  sum  up,  gender  equality  is  a  dominant  theme  in  development  discourse,  and 
empowerment, with women’s agency at its heart, is one of the most widely used development 
approaches.  Development  agencies,  NGOs,  INGOs,  and  national  governments  recognise 
gender inequalities persistent in the world today. Women empowerment, agency and a just 
and  equal  society  are  considered  pillars  for  sustainable  development.  In  India,  however, 
portrayal of women and men in Bollywood films is cited by many as the reason behind the 
increasing sexual violence, and has overall raised concerns among many over the subordinate 
status of women in India. Media is considered the fourth pillar of democracy, as it has the 
power of influencing the masses and creating public opinions and values (Sharda 2014: 43). 
Since Bollywood films are watched religiously all over India, the main argument of the thesis 
implies that Bollywood films, through their portrayal of women and men, are one of the 
factors that reflect women’s subordinate status in India. Thus, the thesis examines portrayal of 
women and men in Bollywood films through, the empowerment development discourse.
It is important, however, to acknowledge and clarify the assumptions of the main argument of 
the thesis.  Firstly,  the main argument’s focus on Bollywood films might indicate that the 
stereotypical portrayal of women is a trait of Bollywood films alone. This is not entirely true, 
as literature used in the thesis indicates, it is also a trend visible in the Western film industry 
of Hollywood. The focus on Bollywood and India derives from my personal background, as I 
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have  been  acquainted  to  and  watched  Bollywood  films  since  childhood.  Secondly,  as 
mentioned  above,  not  all  women  have  a  subordinate  status  in  India.  Due  to  India’s 
considerable size, women’s status differs from state to state, religion to religion, and urban to 
rural  areas.  Last,  but  not  the  least,  Bollywood is  only  a  part  of  the  broader  Indian  film 
industry, and has several genres. Thus, not all portrayals of women are stereotypical.
The thesis aims to analyse three popular Bollywood films, and item songs:
Bollywood films Item songs
Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (Something Happens) 
(1998)
Munni Badnaam Hui (Munni was defamed) 
Film: Dabangg (Fearless) (2010)
Dabangg (Fearless) (2010) Sheila Ki Jawani (Youthful Sheila)
Film: Tees Maar Khan (2010) 
Queen (2014) Fevicol Se (With Fevicol (glue))
Film: Dabangg 2  (Fearless part 2) (2012) 
 !  of !8 81
1.2 Problem formulation
The following problem formulation forms the basis of the thesis:
How can portrayal of gender roles in different genres of Bollywood films compare to women’s 
empowerment development discourse?
1.3 Structure
The  thesis  is  divided  in  to  six  chapters:  (1)  Introduction,  (2)  Methods,  (3)  Theoretical 
Framework, (4) Contextualisation, (5) Analysis, and (6) Conclusion.
After  this  introduction  chapter,  where  the  problem  area  and  problem  formulation  were 
introduced, chapter two follows. In chapter two, the methodological preferences the thesis 
follows are presented. The data which is utilised and analysed throughout the thesis is also 
introduced and the means through which it was acquired is also explained in chapter two.
Chapter two is followed by chapter three, where the theoretical foundation of the thesis is laid 
out. The feminist film theory of the male gaze, theorisation of portrayal of women and men in 
Bollywood films over the years, and the empowerment development approach form the basis 
of the theoretical framework. The chapter is divided in to three sub-chapters in a coherent 
manner.  Each  sub-chapter  is  concluded  with  a  part  conclusion,  highlighting  the  main 
components of each theory, and explaining how they serve as analytical tools through which 
gender roles in the chosen Bollywood films can be examined.
Chapter four provides an overview of the status of women in India, through a historical lens. 
India’s colonial past and its implications on the perception of women, pre and post-colonial 
rule, are examined, in order to comprehend the current status of women in India. In addition 
to this, origins of Bollywood and the relationship between the Indian state and cinema, along 
with film censorship, is also presented to get a broader understanding of Bollywood as an 
industry.
This is followed by chapter five - the analysis chapter. The analytical tools derived from the 
theoretical  framework  of  the  thesis,  and  the  methodological  techniques  provided  by 
qualitative content analysis, are used to analyse the chosen Bollywood films and item songs 
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combined with the empirical data. The chapter is divided in to four sub-chapters. The first 
two sub-chapters analyse the gender roles in the chosen Bollywood films and item songs, 
respectively. The third sub-chapter,  on the other hand, discusses and reflects on the main 
findings of the first two sub-chapters, and dwells in to a broader discussion on the concept of 
empowerment. The fourth sub-chapter concludes the analysis, illuminating the main trends 
and findings.
Drawing on the results of the analysis and summing up several factors discussed throughout 
the thesis, a final conclusion, answering the problem formulation, is generated in chapter six.
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2. Methods
In this chapter,  the methodological  preferences the thesis follows, to answer the problem 
formulation, are presented. The techniques and research strategy used, to gather and analyse 
the data, are outlined. Furthermore, the limitations the thesis faces are also illuminated.
2.1 Qualitative content analysis
As someone acquainted to Bollywood films before coming in to this study, I did have prior 
knowledge of stereotypical gender roles in Bollywood films. However, means to identify the 
source and the ways through which they are portrayed was essential. For this purpose, I chose 
to conduct the research through content analysis. Content analysis views narratives of film as 
‘texts’ and  is  one  of  the  primary  research  methods  for  studying  portrayals  of  women, 
violence, and racism in television programming as well as in films (Macnamara 2005: 1). To 
be  more  specific,  the  thesis  follows the  research  strategy of  qualitative  content  analysis. 
Famous among many feminist researchers, qualitative content analysis examine, not simply 
the text,  but also  “the relationship between the text  and its  likely audience” (Macnamara 
2005: 5). The thesis follows one of the main aspects of qualitative content analysis to analyse 
Bollywood films: narratology. The narratology aspect of qualitative content analysis focuses 
on  the  narrative  or  story-telling  within  a  text,  with  emphasis  on  meaning  that  may  be 
produced by its structure and choice of words; for instance, positive and negative words and 
phrases can be analysed to identify the tone of text (Macnamara 2005: 14-15). Qualitative 
content analysis, based on the narratology aspect, provided the thesis with tools to examine 
and decode visuals, lyrics of item songs, and portrayals of male and female characters.
Furthermore,  the  thesis  briefly  explores  audience’s  perception  towards  gender  roles  in 
Bollywood films. For this purpose, the semiotic aspect of qualitative content analysis, which 
focuses “on signs and sign systems in texts and how readers might interpret (decode) those 
signs.”  (Macnamara  2005:  15),  is  used.  However,  it  is  important  to  note  that,  the  thesis 
acknowledges the limitations attached to the semiotic approach. The perception of audience 
and their  interpretation of  Bollywood films,  are subject  to change,  and derive from their 
personal experience and varies from person to person, thus not a reliable source for analysis. 
This is the reason why the thesis does not exclusively focus on semiotic content analysis, but 
instead, examines the gender roles in Bollywood films through the narratology approach.
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For the analysis of films and item songs following framework for coding was used: 
A more detailed outline of the analysis of films and item songs is continued in Chapter 5.
2.2 Data collection
The data, this thesis is informed by, is throughout qualitative in nature. The secondary data 
relies  heavily  on books,  journals,  news articles,  previous  researches  and discourses  from 
media such as talk shows. On the other hand, primary data consists of Bollywood films, item 
songs,  analysis  of  portrayal  of  men  and  women  in  Bollywood  films  over  the  years  by 
numerous  Indian  authors,  Laura  Mulvey’s  analysis  of  Hollywood cinema in  the  form of 
feminist film theory of the male gaze, and lastly, Naila Kabeer (1999) and Amartya Sen’s 
(1985) conceptualisation of empowerment and the empowerment development approach by 
Caroline Moser (1999). In order to equip the thesis with the best analytical tools to content 
analyse films and items songs, it was deemed essential that the theoretical framework referred 
to not only ‘Western’ authors, such as Moser and Mulvey, but also Indian authors’ research 
and analysis of Bollywood films. Therefore, the theoretical framework relies heavily on the 
theorisation of portrayal of men and women in Bollywood films over the years, provided by 
authors originating and/or familiar with India. They include, most notably, Asha Kasbekar 
(2001), Bindu Nair (2002), Ravinder Kaur (2007), and Amita Nijhawan (2009). 
Moreover, the sample films and item songs were chosen on the basis of popularity, in that all 
three are box-office hits. As mentioned in Chapter 1, not all Bollywood films perform well at 
the box office. In this regard, the audience play a crucial role in determining the success of a 
film. This is also the reason why two of the item songs are from different films. Although 
equally popular, the films these item songs feature in are not as popular as the three sample 
films. Since the thesis also examines the audience’s perception towards gender roles in films 
by conducting a questionnaire, choosing a sample of popular films and item songs was the 
most credible option. It increased the chances of getting quality responses from respondents, 
and was a way to ensure that the respondents are familiar with the films and item songs, due 
Scene, dialogue, lyrics and/or visual from a movie and item song → Description of the 
scene and/or visual → Visible characters → Analysis 
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to their popularity. Moreover, the time period (1998, 2010, 2014), which the three films stem 
from, enables to identify and analyse potential trends in the portrayal of women and men in 
films over the years.
The  data  collection  of  the  thesis  also  features  first  hand  data  consisting  of  an  online 
questionnaire,  and  four  interviews.  The  ‘experts’ who  are  interviewed  include:  Dr.  Lata 
Narayanaswamy,  lecturer  in  International  Development  Politics  and  International  Studies 
(POLIS) at the University of Leeds; C S Lakshmi, Director of SPARROW (Sound & Picture 
Archives for Research on Women), India; Kamla Bhasin, feminist activist and gender trainer, 
based in New Delhi, India; and lastly, Stine Simonsen Puri, researcher at the Department of 
Cross-cultural and Regional Studies at Copenhagen University. The background and field of 
expertise of all these experts, ranging from development and research on women, is relevant 
to the thesis. Therefore, the questions focused on their views on gender roles in Bollywood 
films compared to the women’s empowerment development discourse. Apart from Puri, all 
the experts  are Indian,  thus familiar  with the context  of  Bollywood films and the Indian 
society. However, due to her research on women’s portrayal in Bollywood films, and the fact 
that she lived in India for a couple of years, qualifies her views as relevant to the thesis.
Three of the interviews were conducted via email,  where a list of questions were sent to 
Lakshmi  and  Narayanaswamy.  It  can  be  said  that  these  email  interviews  are  structured 
interviews, with a few open-ended questions. All three experts were sent the same series of 
questions.  In  this  regard,  this  form of  interview was  beneficial  as  it  provided  room for 
comparing the answers. A face-to-face interview was conducted with Puri, while a Skype 
interview was  conducted  with  Bhasin.  Compared  to  the  structured  interviews,  these  two 
interviews were more unstructured and informal in nature. Although the questions I asked 
Puri  and  Bhasin  were  similar  in  theme  and  topic,  the  answers  were  more  detailed  and 
improvised as the interview progressed.
Initially, emails were sent to a lot of potential experts enquiring whether they would like to 
answer a list of questions, regarding the topic at hand. After lots of email correspondences 
and a long struggle to get a hold of the experts, I managed to conduct interviews from the 
experts  on  the  top  priority  of  my ‘potential  experts  list’.  I  was  especially  surprised  and 
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ecstatic to conduct a Skype interview with Kamla Bhasin, who is a well renowned feminist 
activist, whose work I have followed and admired for a couple of years.
The questionnaire consisted of nineteen questions. Some focused specifically on audience’s 
perception of the sample films and item songs, while others asked the respondent, whether in 
their  view,  gender  roles  in  Bollywood  are  a  reflection  of  the  Indian  society.  The  target 
audience of the questionnaire were solely Indian students. This was ensured by creating an 
online questionnaire and sending it to major universities in India via email. In addition to this, 
the questionnaire was also circulated amongst my Indian acquaintances, who too are students. 
A total of nine responses to the questionnaire were received. Out of the nine respondents, 
eight were female, while only one was a male respondent. All respondents were anonymous, 
as the questionnaire asked only the sex of the respondent. The reason behind choosing Indian 
students as the target audience was that, since I was unable to travel to India to interview 
audiences of Bollywood films, sending a questionnaire to universities was the easiest way to 
gain access to Bollywood films’ audience.
2.3 Limitations 
The thesis faces a few limitations which are worth mentioning. Firstly,  it  is  important to 
highlight one of the characteristics of qualitative analysis which can serve as a limitation. The 
research strategy of qualitative content analysis relies “heavily on researcher ‘readings’ and 
interpretation  of  media  texts.”  (Macnamara  2005:  4).  Since  I  have  been  exposed  to 
Bollywood films from a young age, it  is very likely that some signs, visuals,  scenes and 
character attributes were ‘missed’ by me while watching the films, simply because I did not 
find them problematic, due to my background, experiences and gender. It was evident when I 
watched back the  sample  films,  which I  was  familiar  with  coming in  to  the  study,  after 
reading and writing the theoretical framework. The theoretical framework provided me with 
an analytical gaze, enabling me to analyse the film as a text. For this reason, each film was 
viewed numerous times to ensure that nothing was missed, and that the films were viewed 
and perceived from the theoretical lens, not my personal views. In other words, by doing so I 
made sure to distance myself,  and my personal stance, as much as possible to produce a 
neutral and well-informed analysis.  
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The number of sample films and item songs is another limitation the thesis is met by. Since it 
was hard getting a hold of good copies of films, and the space constraints imposed on the 
thesis making it difficult to analyse a handsome amount of films, the number of films and 
item songs analysed is only three. Thus, the result of this research cannot be generalised, 
however, it may be applicable in other cases. Furthermore, this thesis focuses merely on the 
most  popular  films,  whereas  Bollywood  as  a  film  industry,  constitutes  of  miscellaneous 
genres,  which  do  not  necessarily  portray  men  and  women  in  similar  manner.  However, 
previous research and analysis of portrayal of gender roles in Bollywood films over the years, 
by Indian academics, is heavily used in the thesis as a substitute to a large sample of films, 
and to produce a concrete conclusion.
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3. Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework of the thesis consists of two parts. The first half of the theoretical 
framework  explores  the  notion  of  empowerment.  Empowerment  has  almost  become  a 
household name, over the years, with its wide usage in the development discourse, academia 
and  feminist  narratives.  Consequently,  there  is  a  variety  of  different  understandings  and 
definitions of empowerment. In this thesis, empowerment will be discussed using two lenses. 
The  first  one  being  Naila  Kabeer’s  (1999)  and  Amartya  Sen’s  (1985)  understandings  of 
empowerment and what it  entails;  and secondly,  the empowerment approach by Caroline 
Moser (1993). To develop a deeper understanding of the concept of empowerment in the 
development discourse,  it  is  essential  to conceptualise empowerment.  Kabeer’s and Sen’s 
understanding of  empowerment  helps conceptualise  empowerment,  while  Moser  gives an 
overview of empowerment as a development approach.
The second half of the theoretical framework dwells in to feminist film theory with a focus on 
one of its main components, the male gaze. Laura Mulvey’s greatly influential essay, “Visual 
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975), forms the basis of the second half of the theoretical 
framework. However, in order to carry out content analysis of the chosen Bollywood films 
and item numbers, Mulvey’s essay alone, which derives from analyses of Hollywood films, 
does not suffice. Therefore, various Indian academics’ research on portrayal of gender roles 
in  Bollywood  films,  items  numbers,  and  their  interpretation  of  Mulvey’s  analysis  in  the 
context of Bollywood, is also an integral part of the second half of the theoretical framework.
3.1 The empowerment development approach
3.1.1 Conceptualising empowerment
Empowerment is defined by Kabeer as a process of change “by which those who have been 
denied the ability to make choices acquire such an ability.” (Kabeer 1999: 437). In other 
words,  empowerment  and  disempowerment  are  linked  in  a  sense  that,  to  achieve 
empowerment, one has to be disempowered to begin with. Central to this is the notion of 
‘power’. The ability to make a choice is one way of understanding ‘power’, and is equal to 
being empowered. Disempowerment, therefore entails, “to be denied choice” (Kabeer 1999: 
436). ‘Power’ as the ability to make a choice, and the idea of ‘choice’ itself is at the heart of 
Kabeer’s understanding of empowerment. However, are all choices empowering? Choosing 
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what to have for dinner, and choosing who to marry are both choices but vary in significance. 
According  to  Kabeer,  some  choices  are  more  significant  than  others  in  terms  of  what 
consequences they have on people’s lives (Kabeer 1999: 437). For instance, choosing who to 
marry has a greater significance than choosing what to eat for dinner. Therefore, choices are 
categorised in to first-order choices and second-order choices. First-order choices consist of 
“strategic life choices”, choices which are essential and have dire consequences on people’s 
lives (Kabeer 1999: 437). Such life choices include, for instance, choosing a career, choosing 
to start a family, and etc. First-order choices help frame second-order choices, which are less 
consequential  in nature,  and merely improve the quality of a person’s life (Kabeer 1999: 
437). Such life choices include choosing what to eat for lunch, which mobile phone to buy, 
and etc.
It is established that the ability to make a choice is important to be empowered, however, 
equally  important  is  the  possibility  of  choosing  otherwise;  in  Kabeer’s  words,  “choice 
necessarily implies the possibility of alternatives” (Kabeer 1999: 437). An example of this 
could be arranged marriages, marriages arranged by the bride’s and groom’s parents, that take 
place in the Indian subcontinent, among other parts of the world. A girl can be asked by her 
parents,  who are against  her marrying the man she loves,  to choose one man from three 
different proposals they received from the grooms’ family. When the girl chooses one out of 
the three proposals,  it  might seem that she exercised her choice,  but in fact,  she did not 
choose to marry the person on her own. He was chosen by her parents, and her choice to 
marry  someone  she  loved  was  denied  to  her.  In  this  sense,  the  girl  is  not  empowered, 
although she chose who to marry. Therefore, possessing the ability to choose is not enough to 
be empowered, it is important to look at the kind and the circumstances under which the 
choice was made. Was a choice made by the person because that is what he/she wanted, or 
was the the choice made because that was the only choice to be made, is essential to measure 
and understand empowerment.
Besides having the possibility to choose otherwise, there are other factors that influence the 
ability to make a choice, and the choice itself. The ability to make a choice is a three step 
process  which  Kabeer  refers  to  as,  “three  inter-related  dimensions”  of  empowerment: 
resources (pre-conditions) — agency (process) — achievements (outcomes) (Kabeer 1999: 
437).
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Resources consist of not solely material resources in the economic sense of the term, but also 
imply  human and social  resources,  which  are  acquired  through,  “a multiplicity  of  social 
relationships  conducted  in  the  various  institutional  domains”  of  the  society,  i.e.  family, 
community (Kabeer 1999: 437).  Access to material  resources,  such as land and property, 
which are typical indicators of measuring empowerment, are not the only resources vital to 
acquire, in order to be empowered. A closer look is to be taken when considering human and 
social resources, since access and distribution of such resources are eclipsed by rules and 
norms, which give certain actors authority over others. For instance, heads of families and 
religious leaders within a certain community all possess ‘authoritative resources’ - “the ability 
to  define priorities  and enforce claims” (Kabeer  1999:  437).  Consequently,  the ability  to 
make a choice relies on the access to human and social resources. The rules and norms, for 
instance, gender discrimination within an institution, and giving a certain actor authority over 
others, hamper the exercising of choice, leading to disempowerment. Resources is then, the 
pre-conditions to make a choice.
Once access to resources (pre-conditions) is obtained, the second step of making a choice is 
agency, having “the ability to define one’s goals and act upon them” (Kabeer 1999: 438). 
Agency can be understood as the meaning, motivation, and purpose “individuals bring to 
their  activity”,  which Kabeer  refers  to  as  an individual’s  “sense of  agency or  the  power 
within” (Kabeer 1999: 438). Agency has two meanings in relation to power, positive, “power 
to” and negative, “power over”. The positive aspect of agency, “power to”, is an individual’s 
capacity to define his/her own life choices and to pursue goals and dreams, regardless of 
resistance from other individuals, and/or institutions. The negative aspect of agency, “power 
over”,  on  the  other  hand,  refers  to  an  individual’s  capacity  to  impose  his/her  goals  on 
someone against  their  will  by  using  violence,  coercion  or  threat  (Kabeer  1999:  438).  In 
addition to having access to resources, it is a prerequisite to have the ability to define and act 
upon one’s goals in order to exercise choice, and be empowered. Equally important is to 
illuminate the type of agency in question.
In a nutshell, empowerment conceptualised by Kabeer is understood as a process with agency 
and the ability to exercise choice being its central components. However, it is also important 
to consider Sen’s conceptualisation of empowerment, as it was through his influential book, 
“Development as Freedom”, modern definitions of empowerment were drawn upon (Desai 
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2010: 5). Sen defines empowerment as, “altering relations of power […] which constrain 
women’s options and autonomy and adversely affect health and well-being.” (Desai 2010: 5). 
With  an  emphasis  on  human  well-being,  Sen  focuses  on  “human  functionings  and  the 
capability to achieve valuable functionings” (Clark 2005: 4). Functioning is described by Sen 
as, “an achievement of a person, what he or she manages to do or be.” (Sen 1985: 10). 
Achieving the functionings is dependant on a variety of personal and social factors such as, 
gender, race religion and etc. According to Sen, if these personal and/or social factors become 
a  hinderance  for  an  individual  in  exercising  choice,  or  on  his/her  ability  to  choose,  the 
individual is disempowered (Kabeer 1999: 438). Capabilities, on the other hand, is referred to 
as people’s potential for living the lives they want, “of achieving valued ways of “being and 
doing”.” (Kabeer 1999: 438). Sen’s conceptualisation of empowerment is similar to Kabeer, 
in that what Kabeer refers to as resources and agency, is similar to what Sen calls capabilities. 
Both Kabeer and Sen emphasise the importance of acknowledging the role of certain actors, 
factors and institutions in hindering an individual’s ability to choose. According to Kabeer’s 
and Sen’s understanding of empowerment, it is evident that empowerment is a process and an 
outcome at the same time, as it is something which can be measured. However, in order to 
determine whether an individual is empowered or not, a closer look needs to be taken at the 
macro-level.  Factors  such  as,  family,  religion,  race,  culture,  and  gender  influence  an 
individual’s  ability  to  choose  and consequently  their  well-being  in  two ways;  firstly,  the 
access to what Kabeer calls resources and Sen refers to as functionings, and secondly, the 
type of agency, or in Sen’s words, capabilities, is available at one’s disposal. Kabeer and Sen 
provide  the  thesis  with  an  understanding  of  empowerment,  by  not  only  defining  it,  but 
breaking it down to the core and illuminating how power relations, and the context one lives 
in,  changes  and  influences  one’s  choices.  However,  how  is  empowerment  used  as  a 
development approach? More importantly, what does the term “women empowerment” in the 
development discourse entail?
3.1.2 Third world women in development - the empowerment approach
As mentioned earlier in the introduction of the thesis, women’s issues began to surface in the 
development discourse from 1970s onwards, where Women in Development (WID) was the 
perspective used in the development discourse. WID focused on women’s productive sphere 
of  life,  and  the  inequalities  created  by  sexual  differences  (Välimaa  2004:  17).  After  the 
United  Nation’s  Fourth  World  Conference  on  Women  in  Beijing  in  1995,  gender 
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mainstreaming  came  in  to  focus.  Gender  and  Development  (GAD)  perspective  became 
prominent,  focusing on gender  issues  and the  roles  women and men play in  the  society 
(Välimaa 2004: 17). It was realised by development agencies, NGOs, INGOs, feminists and, 
scholars alike that no where in the world are men and women equal, and especially in third 
world countries, women are considered inferior to men. Furthermore, gender planning was 
based on the fact that, “men and women not only play different roles in society, with distinct 
levels of control over resources, but that they therefore have different needs.” (Moser 1993: 
37).
Since then, there have been several development approaches concerning third world women. 
Moser outlines five different approaches: (1) the welfare approach: which saw women as 
passive beneficiaries  of  development,  and focused on women’s  reproductive role,  (2)  the 
equity approach: which saw women as active participants in development, and focused on 
reducing gender inequality by giving political and economic autonomy to women, (3) the 
anti-poverty approach: which saw women’s poverty as a problem of underdevelopment, not 
of  subordination,  and  aimed  at  increasing  poor  women’s  productivity,  (4)  the  efficiency 
approach:  which  associated  women’s  economic  participation  with  equity,  and  aimed  at 
ensuring development’s efficiency and effectiveness (Moser 1993: 56-73). The fifth, and the 
most  recent,  approach  is  the  empowerment  approach.  Where  the  previous  development 
approaches concerning third world women were criticised due to their Western origins, the 
empowerment approach was different,  in  that  it  was derived by grassroots  organisational 
experience, and emerging feminist writings of third world women (Moser 1993: 74).
The empowerment approach acknowledges, firstly, the inequalities persistent between men 
and women, and that the women’s subordination originates in the family; and secondly, the 
importance for women to increase their power. It also emphasises that the oppression faced 
by women differs according to their, “race, class, colonial history, and current position in the 
international economic order.” (Moser 1993: 74). The idea of “power” is also central to the 
empowerment  approach,  and  is  reminiscent  of  Kabeer’s  and  Sen’s  understanding  of 
empowerment. It perceives power not as domination over others, with an assumption that in 
order for women to gain, men have to lose, but rather, power is seen as the “capacity of 
women to increase their own self-reliance and internal strength.” (Moser 1993: 74). Similar 
to Kabeer’s and Sen’s conceptualisation of empowerment, the empowerment approach states 
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that, in order for women to increase their internal strength and self-reliance, they should have 
the “right to determine choices in life and to influence the direction of change, through the 
ability to gain control over crucial material and non-material resources.” (Moser 1993: 75).
What the empowerment approach entails is similar to Kabeer’s and Sen’s conceptualisation 
of empowerment in several ways. Kabeer’s focus on access to resources and the agency of an 
individual,  and  Sen’s  focus  on  functionings  and  capabilities,  are  in  line  with  the 
empowerment approach’s focus on the capacity of women. According to the empowerment 
approach, empowerment is achieved when a woman is able to determine choices in life, and 
has access to material and non-material resources alike; this goes hand in hand with Kabeer’s 
inter-related dimensions of empowerment (resources, agency and achievements), and what 
Sen refers to as capabilities, the ways of “being and doing”. In other words, the terminology 
of Kabeer, Sen, and Moser maybe different, but their concepts are strikingly synonymous. 
Furthermore, where on the one hand, Kabeer defines empowerment as a process of change, 
the empowerment approach emphasises that women influence and steer the direction of the 
change. The idea of power, choice, resources, and agency is similar in meaning in Kabeer’s 
and  Sen’s  conceptualisation  of  empowerment,  and  Moser’s  empowerment  approach. 
However, unlike Kabeer and Sen, Moser’s empowerment approach fails to address the role 
different factors, institutions, and actors play in hindering women’s empowerment and their 
ability  to  make  a  choice.  Kabeer  cites  the  influence  of  rules,  norms  and  certain  actor’s 
authority over others, which could hamper access to resources and the exercising of choice; 
she  also  stresses  the  importance  of  identifying  agency,  positive  “power  to”,  or  negative 
“power over”, one has at their disposal. Sen, too, illuminates the social and personal factors 
which play a role in achieving functionings. Moser’s empowerment approach, on the other 
hand,  fails  to  acknowledge  the  underlying  power  relations  which  are  influential  in 
determining choices.
In addition to not focusing on the certain factors that play a role in determining choices, 
Moser’s empowerment approach does not acknowledge the type of choice, unlike Kabeer, 
who discusses whether a certain choice is qualified as a choice. Kabeer argues that in some 
contexts, women internalise their social status as persons of lesser value, and consequently 
undermine their own well-being (Kabeer 1999: 440). This does not only have implications on 
the well-being of the woman herself, but also on the well-being of other female members of 
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the family. The willingness of women to bear children to satisfy their own, or their husband’s 
preference for sons, their acceptance of secondary claims on house-hold resources such as 
food, are instances of behaviour by women, which undermine their own well-being (Kabeer 
1999: 440). This, according to Sen’s definition of empowerment, are the relations of power 
which  constrain  women’s  options  and  autonomy,  and  affect  their  health  and  well-being, 
which need to be altered. Although these forms of behaviour by women can be categorised as 
choice,  it  is  important  to  note  that  they  are  choices  stemming  and  reinforcing  women’s 
subordinate  status  (Kabeer  1999:  440).  Therefore,  it  is  essential  to  address  the  fact  that, 
“power relations are expressed not only through the exercise of agency and choice, but also 
through  the  kinds  of  choices  people  make.”  (Moser  1993:  440).  Moser’s  empowerment 
approach  lacks  this  in-depth  analysis  of  the  equation  between  power  and  choice.  As  a 
development  approach  concerning  women  in  third  world,  where  women  are  mostly 
considered as secondary to men, the empowerment approach does not take in to account the 
implications of women internalising their social status as persons of lesser value.
In  light  of  Kabeer’s  and  Sen’s  conceptualisation  of  empowerment,  and  Moser’s 
empowerment approach concerning the development of third world women, it can be said 
that women empowerment is a process, and an outcome built on the ability to make a choice, 
access to resources, and the concept of agency, as its central components. Although Kabeer’s 
and  Sen’s  conceptualisation  of  empowerment  and  Moser’s  empowerment  development 
approach dates back to the ‘90s, it is still valid today, since women empowerment continues 
to be prominent in the development discourse. Women empowerment and gender equality 
was a stand-alone goal in the United Nation’s Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and 
will  most  likely  be  included  as  a  stand-alone  goal  in  the  Post-2015  agenda,  called  the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UN Women 2013: 2-3). Nothing much has changed 
in the concepts as defined by Kabeer, Sen and Moser’s empowerment approach, compared to 
the criteria of women empowerment in the development discourse today. UN Women, for 
instance, while proposing a stand-alone goal for women empowerment and gender equality 
for the SDGs, state that  women and girls  should “see the expansion of  the full  range of 
human capabilities and have access to a wide range of resources on the same basis as men 
and boys; and they should have a real presence and voice in the full range of institutional 
fora […] where decisions are made that shape their lives and the functioning of their families 
and societies.” (UN Women 2013: 3). Keywords such as capabilities, access to resources, and 
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decisions are all reminiscent of Kabeer’s, Sen’s and Moser’s understanding of empowerment, 
and evidence of the validity of their work.
3.1.3 Part conclusion
In  the  context  of  this  thesis,  conceptualisation  of  empowerment  and  the  empowerment 
approach  in  the  development  discourse,  is  essential  in  analysing  the  gender  roles  in  the 
chosen Bollywood films. The main argument of the thesis is that Bollywood films through 
their portrayal of women and men, are one of the factors that reflect women’s subordinate 
status  in  India.  Kabeer’s  and  Sen’s  conceptualisation  of  empowerment  and  Moser’s 
development approach provides the thesis with a framework, by portraying a certain image of 
how women can achieve equality, practice choice, and furthermore, what factors influence 
their ability to make a choice and hinder access to resources. In other words, Kabeer’s, Sen’s 
and Moser’s understanding of empowerment, and the current development discourse paint an 
image  of  an  ideal  woman,  who  is  empowered,  and  provide  ways  through  which 
empowerment can be achieved. Thus, it can be seen as a guide line - a process by which 
women can rise above their subordinate status. Furthermore, while analysing the portrayal of 
women in the chosen Bollywood films, it is important to have a contrasting image to compare 
it  to.  In  this  regard,  this  image of  an  empowered woman portrayed by the  development 
discourse provides the thesis with an analytical tool.
Furthermore, the central components of empowerment, the ability to make a choice, access to 
resources, and the concept of agency, can also highlight how male characters’ portrayal in the 
film contribute, or hinder the female characters’ empowerment. Especially important in this 
regard is Kabeer’s discussion on the positive, “power to”, and negative “power over”, agency. 
Who out of the male and female characters possesses positive and negative agency? Do the 
female characters enjoy agency and choice? Do their choices qualify as a choice? All these 
questions are derived by Kabeer’s and Sen’s understanding of empowerment, and Moser’s 
empowerment development approach, and are important to the analysis of the portrayal of 
women and men in the chosen Bollywood films.
 !  of !23 81
3.2 Feminist film theory of the male gaze
3.2.1 Bollywood and nation-building
There  have  been  countless  debates  surrounding  Bollywood’s  role  as  a  medium  and  an 
institution.  While  on  one  hand,  some argue  that  the  content  of  Bollywood films reflects 
reality, on the other hand, Bollywood films construct reality is a popular view among many. 
There are also some who believe that Bollywood films are defined by neither of the above 
beliefs, rather they tend to lean on the more economic side of the film industry, in that they 
believe that it is influenced, merely and solely, by the factors of demand and supply; thus 
comprising a view that Bollywood is a product of capitalism (Dwyer & Pinney 2001, Jolly, 
Wadhwani & Barretto 2007). However, the debate which is most interesting and relevant to 
the thesis is that Bollywood films do not only reflect society, but also construct it. Hindi films 
are described as a “cultural and ideological force” which “do not merely reflect social reality 
but also construct it” (Banaji 2006: 12). According to Ravinder Kaur (2007), popular cinema 
consists of narratives emerging from socio-political transformations (Kaur 2007: 94).  She 
argues that the relationship between the cinema and society is reciprocal. Where the content 
of popular cinema reflects and influences the society, the society in return “presents the raw 
stock to be woven into film narratives” (Kaur 2007: 94). This raw stock entails the history and 
beliefs of a nation. Kaur argues that although film technology was developed in the West and 
imported to India in the colonial times, it quickly became a “swadeshi (homegrown) project”, 
consisting of Indian images and narratives (Kaur 2007: 97). Post-independence, the portrayal 
of traditional Indian women and values in Bollywood films was post-colonialist in nature. 
The emphasis  on Indian tradition and family values was a way of  restoring pride in the 
motherland, and promoting and constructing nationalism (Jain & Rai 2002, Dwyer & Pinney 
2001, Jolly, Wadhwani & Barretto 2007, Ganti 2004).
In this sense, it  is  argued that the portrayal of women as ‘traditional’,  embodying Indian 
norms and family values, was a national project and strategy endorsed and mapped out by the 
Indian state (Ansari 2007: 110). Bollywood was conceived as an “ideological apparatus”, a 
means  to  formalise  national  identity,  and create  influential  paradigms with  the  notion  of 
“Indianness” at its centre (Ansari 2007: 110). This gives rise to an important question. If 
Bollywood was perceived as an ideological apparatus to shape and create national identity, 
through its portrayal of women and men, in the light of “Indianness”, what does “Indianness” 
entail?
 !  of !24 81
In the view of what Asha Kasbekar (2001) refers to as, “the nationalist project”, portrayal of 
women as “muse” rather than an erotic object, was encouraged by the new leaders of post-
independence  India  (Kasbekar  2001:  291).  This  nationalist  project,  according  to  Sanjay 
Srivastava (2006), is a masculinist construction of the nation (Srivastava 2006: 127). The 
notion  of  “ideal  Indian  woman”  was  promoted,  which  perceived  an  Indian  woman  as 
“someone who was  chaste,  modest,  submissive,  self-sacrificing,  and virtuous.”  (Kasbekar 
2001: 291). Not much has changed in terms of portrayal of women from post-independence 
India to modern India. As noted by Guha-Thakurta, “In the new urban art forms of modern 
India,  the  woman’s  form  had  undergone  a  striking  metamorphosis,  posing  a  new 
configuration of the ‘modern’ and the ‘traditional’.  While its  form was ‘modernized’,  the 
concepts and ideals it signified always harked back to ‘tradition’ - to […] Indian values and 
ethics.” (Freitag 2001: 57). Interesting in this regard, is the perception of the woman’s body. 
In relation to traditions, women were not only considered to be the “carrier of tradition”, but 
women’s bodies became “the site on which tradition was seen to be”, thus becoming the 
tradition itself (Srivastava 2006: 127). This is a characteristic of a masculine nation.
In  contrast  with  the  portrayal  of  women,  portrayal  of  men  as,  “the  angry  young  man”, 
fighting  against  social  inequities,  and  showing  resistance  against  colonialism,  was  the 
common  depiction  of  men  in  cinema  in  post-independence  India  (Deckha  2007:  62, 
Srivastava 2006: 141). This was followed by a nation-building approach with the portrayal of 
men as, what Nitin Deckha (2007) refers to as, the “Five Year Plan” hero of Bollywood, 
depicted  usually  as  an  “engineer,  doctor,  scientist,  and  bureaucrat.”  (Deckha  2007:  62). 
Srivastava, in his analysis of the portrayal of men in Bollywood films, agrees with Deckha’a 
analysis, and argues that the male identity on screen was linked to the economic development 
philosophy,  as  part  of  the  “formulation  and  implementation  of  the  Five-Year-
Plans” (Srivastava 2006: 141). The emergence of the FYP hero saw a shift in the Indian 
masculinity  portrayed  in  films,  which  attached  manliness  to  “bodily  representations  or 
aggressive behaviour, but, rather, to being ‘scientific’ and ‘rational’.” (Srivastava 2006: 141). 
However, Deckha argues that there persists demand of the traditional Indian masculinity in 
popular culture in modern India (Deckha 2007: 67). The reason he cites is that as a result of 
globalisation,  a  time  where  “more  and  more  work  is  being  feminized”,  a  crisis  of  male 
identity and patriarchy, and a real and imagined loss of male power has occurred (Deckha 
2007: 67). Due to increasing visibility of women in public spaces, male bodies and muscular 
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male  bodies  become a  symbol,  and represent  masculinity  in  the  age  of  globalisation;  as 
Deckha states, “as male spectators and consumers seek grounds to assert their manhood and 
masculinity, society (including Bollywood) tells them to turn to their bodies” (Deckha 2007: 
67-68).
Through the theorising of portrayal of women and men in Bollywood films over the years, 
one  can  argue  that  throughout  history,  portrayal  of  women  and  men  have  reflected  and 
implemented the development discourses, from the development discourse of nation-building 
in post-independence India, to FYP hero in the age of globalisation prevalent in India. In this 
sense, surely reflection and implementation of women empowerment development discourse 
should also be visible  in  current  Bollywood films? In  the  light  of  the  recent  releases  of 
female-centred  Bollywood films,  one  can argue  that  this  argument  does  hold  to  be  true. 
However,  this  theorisation  has  brought  to  fore  an  interesting  trend,  which  needs  to  be 
illuminated. As time and development discourses change, so does the men’s portrayal from 
‘angry young man’ to more ‘rational and scientific’ - the FYP hero. However, this is not true 
for  the  portrayal  of  women.  Changes  in  development  discourses  do  translate  in  to  the 
portrayal of women on screen, in that they are depicted as modern, but they still  remain 
traditional in their values, as noted by Guha-Thakurta above. It goes to show that it is more 
important to depict women as ‘traditional’, than men.
Moreover,  it  is  important  to  explore  the  empowerment  development  discourse,  and  the 
“Indianness” of the female characters over the years. As examined above, women’s portrayal 
in Bollywood films is that of a chaste, virtuous and submissive woman, who is traditional in 
her values. Therefore, a film with a female character in the lead might on the surface reflect 
and implement the empowerment development discourse, but to determine whether she is 
truly empowered, it becomes necessary to look minutely at the depiction of women. Are they 
portrayed as modern but traditional? How are they traditional? How are women’s bodies, as 
mentioned by Srivastava above, epitomise Indian tradition? In search for answers to these 
questions, it is useful to turn to feminist film theory, and apply it to Bollywood’s context.
3.2.2 Feminist film theory - Bollywood edition
Feminists view cinema as a cultural practice, which represents myths about both women and 
femininity,  and men and masculinity (Smelik 2007: 491).  Feminist  film theory, therefore, 
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focuses  on  issues  of  spectatorship  and  representation  in  cinema  (Smelik  2007:  491). 
However, this was not always the case. Early feminist film theory was critical of stereotypical 
portrayal of women in cinema, mainly Hollywood. The main criticism was directed at the fact 
that “fixed and endlessly repeated images of women” are offensive to women, consequently 
impacting the female spectator negatively (Smelik 2007: 491). The focus was, therefore, on 
the importance of portraying positive images of women. Nonetheless, it was soon realised 
that portraying women within a positive light was not enough, more was needed to change 
films’ underlying structures. The feminist film theory then developed further, by the help of 
semiotics and psychoanalysis theoretical frameworks to understand the, “all pervasive power 
of patriarchal imagery” (Smelik 2007: 491).
In her well renowned essay, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”, Laura Mulvey uses 
psychoanalysis to analyse the fascination of classic Hollywood films (Mulvey 1975: 833). In 
Mulvey’s view, cinema is an advanced representation system, which “poses questions of the 
ways the unconscious (formed by the dominant order) structures ways of seeing and pleasure 
in looking.” (Mulvey 1975: 834). One such pleasure and the fascination of cinema can be 
understood  by  scopophilia,  a  theory  which  Mulvey  borrows  from  Freud’s  analysis  of 
sexuality. Freud defines scopophilia as, “taking other people as objects, subjecting them to a 
controlling and curious gaze” (Mulvey 1975: 835). Mulvey applies this definition of Freud to 
cinema, by arguing that one of the pleasures that cinema has to offer is scopophilia, which 
she defines as, “pleasure in looking at another person as an erotic object.” (Mulvey 1975: 
843). Cinema develops scopophilia in to voyeuristic and narcissistic aspects. Referring to 
Freud’s examples of voyeuristic activities of children, their curiosity about other’s genitals, in 
other words, “their desire to see and make sure of the private and the forbidden”, Mulvey 
argues  that  similarly  in  cinema,  voyeuristic  visual  pleasure  is  produced  by,  “looking  at 
another (character, figure situation) as our object” (Mulvey 1975: 843, Smelik 2007: 491). 
On the other hand, citing Jacques Lacan’s description of how a child constructs its ego by 
looking and recognising its own image in the mirror, Mulvey explains that this is translated in 
cinema by the film spectator, in that it derives narcissistic pleasure from identifying with the 
“perfected image of a human figure on the screen” (Mulvey 1975: 836, Smelik 2007: 491). 
However,  this  identification  is  based  on  the  premise  of  what  Lacan,  describes  as  ‘mis-
recognition’ in both the mirror phase and cinema. In the mirror phase, a child forms his ego 
when his “physical ambition outstrip his motor capacity” thus, “he imagines his mirror image 
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to be more complete, more perfect than he experiences his own body.” (Mulvey 1975: 836). 
Similarly in cinema, the constitution of the spectator’s ego derives from identifying with the 
image seen. However, here the sexual differences favour the male hero, and the spectator, like 
the child looking in the mirror, is made to identify with the male hero who is portrayed as, 
“the more perfect, more complete, more powerful ideal ego”, as opposed to “the distorted 
image of the passive and powerless female character” (Smelik 2007: 491, Mulvey 1975: 
838). Mulvey further argues that the male character in the film controls the film phantasy and 
emerges as, the “bearer of the look of the spectator”; this is achieved by structuring the film 
around a main controlling figure, who can control events and make things happen better than 
the spectator (Mulvey 1975: 838). Thus, the spectator’s constitution of ego by identifying 
with the male character is based on mis-recognition.
These sexual differences are patriarchal in nature. Mulvey established that the functioning of 
scopophilia in cinema is gendered, in that the pleasure in looking is split between the axis of 
activity and passivity (Mulvey 1975: 837, Smelik 2007: 491). Traditional cinema’s narrative 
structure portrays the male character as active, and the female character as passive. The male 
character is powerful and is the agent “around whom the dramatic action unfolds and the 
look get organised”, while on the other hand, the female character is powerless and is “the 
object  of  desire  for  the  male  character(s)”  (Smelik  2007:  491,  Mulvey  1975).  As  a 
consequence, the female character is objectified and made in to a spectacle, not only by the 
male character on screen, who directs his gaze towards female characters, but also by the 
spectator who is made to identify with the male look, as the camera films from the optical and 
libidinal point of view of the male character (Smelik 2007: 491). Thus, the cinematic gaze 
which can be broken down in to three levels (camera, character and spectator), objectifies 
women;  in  other  words,  in  cinema  voyeurism  “connotes  women  as  ‘to-be-looked-at-
ness’.” (Mulvey 1975: 843-844, Smelik 2007: 491). 
Within the narrative of a film, women exist in relation to men, and are rarely independent, as 
illustrated  in  the  following quote  by  Budd Boetticher,  “what  counts  is  what  the  heroine 
provokes, or rather what she represents. She is the one, or rather the love or fear she inspires 
in the hero, or else the concern he feels for her, who makes him act the way he does. In 
herself  the  woman  has  not  the  slightest  importance.”  (Mulvey  1975:  837).  This 
objectification of the female character is also related to what Mulvey calls in psychoanalytic 
 !  of !28 81
terms, the female subject’s lack of penis, which the male subject perceives as a “threat of 
castration  and  hence  unpleasure”  (Mulvey  1975:  840).  Therefore,  the  woman  who  is 
displayed for the gaze of men, who are the active controllers of the look, poses a threat and 
arises castration anxiety in the male subjects. One way for men to overcome this anxiety is by 
fetishising the woman. Mulvey refers to it  as fetishistic scopophilia,  which builds up the 
physical  beauty  of  the  object,  and  enables  men to  see  women as  a  reassuring  object  of 
flawless beauty, rather than a dangerous figure (Mulvey 1975: 840, Smelik 2007: 492). 
Mulvey’s  analysis  of  classic  Hollywood  cinema  provides  an  understanding  of  film’s 
underlying  structures,  however,  can  these  techniques  and  mechanisms,  under  which 
Hollywood  films  operate,  be  applied  to  commercial  Bollywood  films  (popular  Hindi 
cinema)?  Can  Mulvey’s  work  be  generalised?  Bindu  Nair  (2002)  argues  so.  Analysing 
Bollywood films within the framework of male gaze provided by Mulvey, Nair believes that 
Mulvey’s analysis hold true, when applied to the Bollywood context. She argues that almost 
all the stories played out on the screen in Bollywood films are men’s, revolving around and 
focusing on “their conflicts, their dreams, their aspirations, their tragedies, their revenge, 
their  desires  and  their  heroism.”  (Nair  2002:  53).  Similar  to  Mulvey’s  examination  of 
Hollywood cinema, women in Bollywood movies exist only in relation to men as either their 
wives, mothers or lovers, and are rarely portrayed as independent beings, who make their 
own decisions, are working women or, question authority (Nair 2002: 52). In light of what 
Mulvey  refers  to  as,  the  to-be-looked-at-ness  a  woman in  Hollywood  connotes,  and  the 
spectacle - erotic object, subject of the gaze - she constitutes, Nair argues that in Bollywood 
films this is especially evident in the song and dance numbers, specifically item numbers 
(Nair 2002: 53). The portrayal of women in these songs, in terms of cinematic techniques of 
lighting and shot taking, make-up and costumes, are reminiscent of what Mulvey describes as 
the visual and the erotic impact of the women. The costumes which are often revealingly cut, 
brightly coloured with shimmering sequins, along with make up techniques such as, brightly 
coloured glossy lips, cleavage rouged darker than the rest of the body, and navel tattoos and 
piercings, all add up to turn the woman in to a spectacle (Nair 2002: 53). In addition to this, 
the camera shoots and is angled in such a way that the gaze is invited to certain parts of the 
body, such as eyes, breasts, buttocks, lips; this combined with the dance moves, which imitate 
sexual movements consisting of pelvic thrusts and heaving breasts, zoomed in by the camera, 
lead to sexualisation and objectification of the woman’s body, for the benefit and pleasure of 
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the  male  spectator  (Nair  2002:  53-54).  Nair  links  this  representation  of  women  in  item 
numbers to fetishistic scopophilia. The argument behind this is that the woman’s ‘lack of 
penis’,  or the threat of castration which she poses, identifies woman as the ‘Other’ (Nair 
2002: 56). This Other is what the patriarchal ideology cannot recognise or accept, and must 
deal with by fetishising the woman (Nair 2002: 56-57). This argument goes hand in hand 
with  what  Mulvey  stated  as  castration  anxiety,  one  way  for  men  to  overcome  it  is  by 
fetishising the woman.
It is apparent by Nair’s analysis, that Mulvey’s theory, although deriving from Hollywood 
and Western perspective, can be applied to the Indian context. This suggests, as mentioned 
earlier, that women’s commodification and objectification in cinema is not only limited to 
Third  World,  rather  it  mimics  the  West.  Nonetheless,  in  India’s  context,  the  above 
examination of feminist film theory poses a contradiction. As concluded from the theorising 
of portrayal of women and men, earlier, women are represented as traditional and symbolise 
‘Indianness’.  How is  the  portrayal  of  women  as  erotic  objects,  a  spectacle,  in  the  item 
numbers portrayed on screen? Does the woman dancing in the item number not contradict the 
‘Indianness’? Kasbekar sheds some light on these concerns. Post-independence, Indian Board 
of Censors introduced new and more strict guideline for films, most notably, banning kissing 
on screen; as stated in one of the directives, “Though common in Western countries, kissing 
and embracing by adults in public is alien to our country. Dancing is acknowledged as an 
art. It should therefore be preserved beautifully, in keeping with the finer tradition of our 
country.”  (Kasbekar  2001:  292).  In  order  to  keep  in  line  with  the  nationalist  project  of 
portraying women as traditional and upholding the state’s directives, Hindi cinema had to 
develop strategies without sacrificing the erotic pleasure of its audiences. One such strategy 
was  to  create  an  “idealised  moral  universe”,  which  upheld  the  ‘official’  definition  of 
femininity of women being traditional within the main plot, while simultaneously provided 
its targeted audience with the ‘unofficial’ erotic pleasures, through dance and song sequences 
(Kasbekar 2001: 293). 
These song and dance sequences, “with their displays of costumes, settings, music, dance 
movements”,  create a  realm of fantasy in which the erotic  display challenges the official 
version of femininity (Kasbekar 2001: 293). Since female nudity is prohibited by the Indian 
censors, the costumes worn by the female character provide as much exposure to the female 
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body as possible, without “displeasuring the nation’s moral police.” (Kasbekar 2001: 295). 
Typically, these song and dance sequences featured an over-westernised woman, referred by 
Kasbekar as the ‘vamp’, who demonstrated uncontrolled female lust and sexual immodesty - 
wantonness - by making a spectacle of herself while dancing typically in a bar or a club for 
the  enjoyment  of  the  villain  and/or  for  seducing  the  hero  (Kasbekar  2001:  298-299). 
Moreover, after the vamp’s erotic performance, she was disposed off “as fitting punishment 
for her threatening sexuality.” (Kasbekar 2001: 299).
Feminist film theory of the male gaze, both the Hollywood version presented by Mulvey, and 
the Bollywood version presented by Kasbekar and Nair, highlight the mechanisms, structures 
and patriarchal ideology under which films function. However, its lack on the emphasis of 
female spectatorship, and the female gaze has been widely criticised. How do women as 
spectators,  as  subjects  to  the  objectification  portrayed  on  screen,  perceive  the  erotic 
spectacle?
3.2.3 Item songs and the female spectator 
In consideration of the above discussion on feminist film theory in the Indian context, it is 
established that women’s portrayal as ‘traditional’ Indian women, within the main plot is 
patriarchal, and follows the mechanisms and techniques brought to fore by Mulvey, in her 
analysis of Hollywood films. However, it is under the song and dance numbers, the woman is 
made in to a spectacle and an erotic object for the pleasure of the male audience. The extent 
to  where  the  female  pleasure  lies  in  such  erotic  displays  has  not  yet  been  established 
(Kasbekar 2001: 305). Mulvey, in response to this criticism, proposed a “masculinisation of 
the female gaze, whereby the woman, assuming a masculine position, male points of view, 
and  male  identifications,  enjoys  the  freedom  and  control  typically  available  to 
men.” (Kasbekar 2001: 305). This notion is problematic. It can be argued that the woman by 
‘masculinising’ her gaze, de-sexualises herself. When looking this through the empowerment 
development approach lens, one can also argue that by ‘masculinising’ herself, the woman is 
unconsciously stripped off her agency and that Bollywood films have negative agency, power 
over,  the  female  spectator.  The  female  spectator  can  then  be  considered  disempowered. 
However,  some  academics  such  as  Kasbekar  and  Amita  Nijhawan  (2009)  beg  to  differ. 
Kasbekar argues that song and dance numbers offer female spectators the pleasures of fantasy 
and identification through the female actress (Kasbekar 2001: 305). She states that the female 
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gaze  is  invited  through  a  set  of  different  factors,  such  as  “kaleidoscopic  changes  of 
extravagant  sets,  sumptuous  costumes,  fashionable  jewellery,  imaginative  hairstyles,  and 
daring make-up,  so  that  the  filmic  frame is  a  kind of  display  window and spectatorship 
consequently a form of window-shopping.” (Kasbekar 2001: 305).
Examining the changes between item numbers of the past to the present, Nijhawan argues 
that, character attributes that were strongly portrayed in Bollywood films, have now become 
increasingly blurred. The dancer or the ‘vamp’ is no longer a over-westernised female, rather 
the distinctions between the dancer and the ideal Indian woman, typically portrayed as the 
main heroine within the plot, are less severe. This she states, allows “a kind of freedom for 
women to choose lifestyles and bodies that are less strictly policed by ideas of good and evil.” 
(Nijhawan 2009: 106). Referring to the dance space in Bollywood, as an outside space to 
portray ‘unofficial’ femininity, as mentioned by Kasbekar, Nijhawan argues that this space 
can be considered as an escape, rather than confinement. This outside space gives room for 
experimentation, provides room to play with the issues of sexual freedom, and challenges 
“‘real  life’ state  ideologies”  (Nijhawan  2009:  106).  In  other  words,  the  dance  space 
challenges the male nationalist project, by displaying more than what the narrative allows. 
Another important trend she highlights, during her analysis of old and new item numbers, is 
the change in subjectivity from men to the woman. Nijhawan notes that, in the item numbers 
from the previous decade, dancers satisfied male longings. However, in recent times, rare 
examples of item numbers have surfaced where the subject is the woman, and the focus is on 
female  desire,  where  the  “camera  focuses  on  her  autonomy  of  choice  and  gives  the 
prerogative of approach to her.” (Nijhawan 2009: 107). Although the woman is dancing for 
men, she turns in to the “person that looks, seeks and chooses, while the male character 
awaits her pleasure.” (Nijhawan 2009: 107). This, she argues, goes against Mulvey’s gaze 
theory, which implies that the female body and sexuality are passive and serve to satisfy the 
active  male  gaze,  and  “symbolises  a  break  from  chastity  and  suppression  of  desire  as 
desirable Indian female attributes.” (Nijhawan 2009: 107). 
These recent trends in item numbers are, according to Nijhawan, empowering, in that they 
provide sexual agency by blurring the portrayal of women, who are traditional and Indian in 
their  attributes,  as  part  of  the  male  nationalist  project.  She  argues  that,  although  such 
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portrayals of women have not completely disappeared, they have acquired greater freedom in 
that  a  ‘Wife’ character  (good  Indian  women)  can  be  girl  friends,  can  dance  and  wear 
revealing clothes, and most importantly, be independent and assertive (Nijhawan 2009: 108). 
It is important to note that it is only such rare assertive and independent portrayal of women, 
and  item  numbers  which  emphasise  women’s  desire,  Nijhawan  finds  empowering.  She 
believes that the traditional portrayal of women, which is in line with the nationalist project, 
deny  female  sexuality,  agency  and  autonomy  (Nijhawan  2009:  102).  However,  what 
Nijhawan fails to cast light upon is that who is the subject of empowerment? Who are these 
item numbers, which stress upon women’s female desire, empowering? Is it the actress who 
is acquiring the mentioned sexual agency, or is it the female spectator? These questions are 
vital  to the analysis  of  the thesis,  and are further  explored and discussed in the analysis 
chapter.
3.2.4 Part conclusion
There are a few contradictions in the above theorising of portrayal of women and men in 
Bollywood films over the years. The nationalist project which depicts women as traditional is 
patriarchal in nature. Moreover, the portrayal of women in films is discriminant compared to 
that of men, in that changes in development discourse are fully integrated in the portrayal of 
men. However, women, although depicted modern, still bear Indian traditions and symbolise 
‘Indianness’.  Feminist film theory enlightens this further. While within the main plot,  the 
female character is an image of a traditional Indian woman who is submissive, chaste and 
virtuous, the song and dance sequences, particularly item numbers, present the woman as an 
erotic spectacle for the pleasure of the male audience. In this regard, it can be safely said that 
Bollywood  films  are  based  on  scopophilia,  the  desire  to  see.  Where  on  one  hand,  the 
theorisation of portrayal of women and men in Bollywood films has informed the thesis with 
the historical background of Hindi cinema, which is vital to analyse the chosen Bollywood 
films. On the other hand, feminist  film theory has provided the thesis with indispensable 
analytical tools to examine and unearth underlying structures prevalent in films. 
Furthermore,  Nijhawan’s  theorisation  of  the  recent  trends  in  the  portrayal  of  women  in 
Bollywood  films  has  provided  a  counter-view  to  Mulvey’s  theory  of  male  gaze.  Where 
Mulvey’s  theory  of  male  gaze  fails  to  acknowledge  the  female  spectator,  Nijhawan  and 
Kasbekar  bring  to  fore,  the  possible  pleasures  female  spectators  can  attain.  Although 
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Nijhawan agrees with Mulvey’s, Kasbekar’s and Nair’s view that the ‘traditional’ portrayal of 
women, a part of the male nationalist project, objectifies women, but judging from recent 
trends, she implies that item numbers focusing on female desire are empowering and bring 
sexual agency. The combination of theories and analysis of various Indian academics, and 
Mulvey’s feminist film theory of male gaze is well balanced and consistent, in that it provides 
an overview ranging from portrayal of women and men in post-independence India, to the 
current trends in Bollywood films. The second half of the theoretical framework, therefore, 
equips the thesis with historically and currently informed analytical tools.
3.3 Conclusion
The first and second half of the theoretical framework present two contradicting portrayals of 
a woman. Through exploring the notion of ‘power’ and power relations, Kabeer’s and Sen’s 
conceptualisation of empowerment in the first half of this chapter, paints a picture of an ideal 
woman, who should have access to resources, be able to define her life goals and act upon 
them - a guideline to empowerment. On the other hand, the second half of the chapter, shows 
a complete opposite picture of women portrayed in Bollywood films over the years. Building 
on the research of various Indian academics and Mulvey’s feminist film theory of male gaze, 
an  insight  is  provided  of  women’s  portrayal  in  Bollywood  cinema,  as  someone  who  is 
objectified, ceases to exist independent of men within the film narrative, and symbolises the 
nation. When compared to the portrayal of an empowered woman, it is clear that the portrayal 
of women in Indian cinema over the years is disempowered.
Furthermore,  Moser’s  empowerment  development  approach  is  in  disagreement  with  the 
traditional  Indian  masculinity.  The  empowerment  approach  does  not  perceive  ‘power’ as 
domination over others, neither does it imply that in order for women to gain, men have to 
lose.  However,  women’s  visibility  in  public  spaces  poses  a  threat  to  traditional  Indian 
masculinity. Empowering women causes a crisis of male identity in which, as Deckha notes, 
a real and imagined loss of male power occurs. In addition to this, the submissive portrayal of 
women is part of the patriarchal state project. However, it is to be noted that, such portrayal 
of women in Bollywood films portray ‘Indianness’ and are considered to be ‘traditional’. Is 
‘Indianness’ then disempowering? Is traditional Indian femininity disempowering? Can the 
concept of empowerment be universalised, or should it take cultural context in consideration? 
These questions form the point of departure of the analysis, and discussion of the thesis.
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4. Contextualisation
4.1 Status of women in India
In light of the main argument of the thesis, that portrayal of women and men in Bollywood 
films reflect the subordinate status of women in India, it is imperative to look at the status of 
women in India through a historical lens. It is said that “sometimes a woman’s life also tells 
the  story  of  a  nation” (Misra  2006:  868).  Throughout  India’s  history,  women have been 
subject  to  violence,  harmful  practices  and  rarely  considered  an  independent  individual. 
Taking in  to  account  the  psycho-socio-politico-economico-cultural  history  of  India,  Jugal 
Kishore  Misra  (2006)  states  that,  “denied  of  her  own  ontology/autonomy,  being  and 
becoming,  she  is  at  best  a  shadow,  an  image  of  domestic  doulus,  a  prisoner  of  the 
comfortable  concentration  camp,  in  other  words  of  the  ‘house’.”  (Misra  2006:  868).  An 
Indian  woman,  her  role  and  status  in  the  society,  is  defined  by  her  bodily  functions  of 
providing sexual satisfaction to men and reproduction, bearing the man’s offspring (Mathur 
2008: 55). Simply put, an Indian woman is not equal to an Indian man.
In  most  Indian  families,  as  Kanchan  Mathur  (2008)  argues,  daughters  are  considered 
liabilities and treated as inferior, compared to their brothers and other male members of the 
family. Sons, on the other hand, are celebrated and idolised; “‘may you be the mother of a 
hundred sons’ is a common Hindu wedding blessing.” (Mathur 2008: 55). Mathur explains 
that virginity and chastity are virtues, which are at heart of the pattern of the socialisation of 
young girls. Where the notions of bravery and ‘macho’ are entrenched in the upbringing of 
the son as the right to inflict violence, on the other hand, daughters are expected to be at the 
receiving end of the violence, be chaste, obedient and ‘good’ (Mathur 2008: 55). Being a 
‘good  woman’ entails  upholding  the  honour  of  the  family,  maintaining  the  ‘culture  of 
silence’, and last but not least, be obedient and sacrificing (Mathur 2008: 55). Throughout the 
upbringing of the girl child, she is to follow certain norms of behaviour which include, “how 
to speak, how to dress, or for whom to dress up, how to sit and behave in the presence of 
males, her mobility is restricted to the extent that very often movement outside the home has 
to be with prior permission.” (Mathur 2008: 55). Mathur adds that, women, consciously and/
or unconsciously, are socialised and discipline themselves to be the bearers of familial and 
social honour - a symbol of tradition (Mathur 2008: 55).
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The origin and/or cause of the patriarchal perception of women in India can be traced back to 
a number of factors and different eras ranging from Hindu mythology, medieval India to 
colonial and post-colonial India (Mathur 2008, Gull 2014). Judith E. Walsh (2004) views the 
status of women in India in two different eras, nineteenth century India, which she terms ‘old 
patriarchy’,  and colonial  and post-colonial  era,  which she terms ‘new patriarchy’ (Walsh 
2004: 52-54). The difference in the status of women between these eras, and the journey from 
old to new patriarchy,  is  essential  in comprehending the current  perception of women in 
India, and is therefore, of relevance to the thesis.
4.1.1 Old patriarchy
Many regard medieval India as a period of “Dark Ages” for Indian women (Gull 2014: 120). 
In the nineteenth century, India was subject to numerous foreign invasions, and consequently 
foreign cultures, which had a negative impact on the status of women (Gull 2014: 120). As an 
affect of such invasions, a protective attitude towards Indian women was developed by Indian 
men, giving rise to new evils such as child marriage, sati (immolation of a widow on her 
husband’s funeral pyre), and banning of education (Gull 2014: 120). These practices were 
seen as  a  way of  implementing sanctity.  However,  these practises  and customs were not 
solely the result  of  foreign invasions.  This traditional  Hindu view on women’s roles and 
relationships was also based on legends and law codes of Sanskritic literature (Walsh 2004: 
53).  Sanskrit  literature  such as,  “Laws of  Manu”,  forefather  of  humanity  in  some Hindu 
traditions, as well as customary traditions were informed by a male perspective (Walsh 2004: 
53-54, Gull 2014: 120). These scriptures and customary traditions defined a woman’s purpose 
in life as one of child-bearer, and constrained her by a dharma that required her obedience 
within her own, or her husband’s family; as this verse from “Laws of Manu” states, “her 
father guards her in childhood, her husband guards her in youth, and her son guards her in 
old  age.  A woman is  not  fit  for  independence.”  (Walsh  2004:  53-54).  Apart  from being 
confined to the home, custom decreed the restriction of women to learn to read and write, for 
doing so would bring death upon their husbands (Walsh 2004: 54). Husbands were given the 
status of god, and it was imperative for the wife to be absolutely devoted to him; as stated in 
this verse from “Laws of Manu”, “a virtuous wife should constantly serve her husband like a 
god,  even  if  he  behaves  badly,  freely  indulges  his  lust  and  is  devoid  of  any  good 
qualities.” (Walsh 2004: 54).
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However, upon the descent of colonialism in India, this traditional and customary setup came 
under scrutiny (Gull 2014: 120). This can be seen in the justification of colonising India by 
the British.  British rule in India began through East India Company (EIC), which was purely 
an economic venture; however, in 1858, EIC’s rule was replaced by the Crown as the legal 
sovereign  (Chitnis  & Wright  2007:  1317).  This  change  in  colonial  rule,  and  the  overall 
colonial  authority  throughout  the  Victorian  period,  was  premised  on  an  ideology  of 
“civilising  mission”  (Chitnis  &  Wright  2007:  1317).  In  India,  the  colonial  rule  gained 
legitimacy through its mission of defeating and replacing the Mughal rulers, while legitimacy 
for the population back home was gained “through the self-proclaimed role of ‘civilising’ the 
natives”, by initiating reforms which were a representation of the enlightenment spirit of the 
British  -  the  forerunner  of  progress  and modernity  (Chitnis  & Wright  2007:  1317).  This 
brought upon the era of social reform in India, where women’s question began to receive 
attention  (Gull  2014:  119-120).  This  is  the  beginning  of  what  Walsh,  refers  to  as,  ‘new 
patriarchy’.
4.1.2 New patriarchy 
The transfer of power to the Crown saw two competing groups contesting for political and 
legal  legitimacy within India,  the first  one being the British colonial  authorities,  and the 
second one being the native male elite (Chitnis & Wright 2007: 1317), who Walsh refers to as 
the Hindu nationalists (Walsh 2004: 52). At the centre of this tussle, between the native elites 
and  the  colonialist  authorities  over  legal  and  political  power,  were  women.  It  was  their 
alleged degraded position in India, and the barbaric action of Indian men towards them, was 
what justified the British colonial mission (Chitnis & Wright 2007: 1318).
In response to the British’s focus on the status of Indian women, Hindu nationalists - male 
elite - made use of India’s glorious past to dissuade the civilising mission of the British. They 
implied that the mission was a way of depriving Indian men of their male role, and identity, 
by “asserting that they were not capable of taking care of their own women.” (Chitnis & 
Wright 2007: 1318). The abolishment of the lower status of women, an important component 
the Indian culture, would mean cultural defeat of Indian masses by colonial powers (Gull 
2014: 123). This, therefore, became an issue of cultural pride for the Hindu nationalists. In a 
bid to protect women from the modernising forces, anti-colonial nationalists replaced older 
patriarchal  traditions  with  new  patriarchy  created  by  themselves  (Walsh  2004:  52).  The 
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concessions made through the new patriarchy freed women of only a few older patriarchal 
tradition. The ‘new woman’ constructed by the nationalists could move outside her home, and 
be educated (Walsh 2004: 52, Gull 2014: 123). Although this new patriarchy allowed for 
women’s  reform through education,  they were still  defined as  different  than men (Walsh 
2004: 53). Furthermore, gaining education was only possible, as long as their place at home 
was not jeopardised in the process (Walsh 2004: 53).
The  British  colonial  rule  over  India  has  been  widely  criticised,  and  is  blamed  for  the 
emergence  of  the  new  patriarchy  by  several  feminist  historians.  The  British  provided 
sufficient space for traditional and religious laws of the religious communities, within their 
efforts to enlighten and ‘secularise’ Indian society (Chitnis & Wright 2007: 1318).  Many 
argue  that  this  distance  from the  domestic  domain,  by  honouring  the  local  customs,  the 
colonial state constituted a domestic domain that “Indian nationalists later cherished as free 
from colonial interference.” (Tambe 2000: 589). In the British’s defence, some argue that the 
colonial authorities were simply unable to carry out positive gender reform. However, in this 
regard,  the  nineteenth  century  laws  against  female  infanticide,  which  saw  a  successful 
monitoring of family records of half a million people, shows that “when the colonial state 
had the will, enforcement of laws affecting the personal domain was not only possible but 
also effective.” (Tambe 2000: 589). 
This  change  from ‘old  patriarchy’ to  the  ‘new patriarchy’ is  evidence  that,  although the 
British civilising mission, which sought to bring Western enlightenment to the native Indian 
family  by  abolishing  harmful  customary  and  traditional  practices  that  were  oppressive 
towards  women,  was  unsuccessful,  not  because  the  British  were  incapable  of  bringing 
constructive change, but rather they were unwilling to do so. This is contradictory because 
the  derogatory  and inferior  status  of  women in  India  was  the  justification of  the  British 
colonial mission, and the reason behind their presence in India. The subordinate status of 
women in India, especially the ‘harmful traditional practices’, were seen with British eyes, 
and  “were  exaggerated  constructs  that  never  represented  true  Indian  family 
relations.”  (Chitnis  &  Wright  2007:  1324).  The  British  colonial  officers,  and  the  entire 
colonial setup, was deeply patriarchal. The slogan of ‘liberating women’ was merely a dress 
up of their power projects of colonialism. Liberating Indian women, while women in the UK 
did not have the right to vote, is evidence of this. 
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India’s colonial past has shaped its present, especially, in terms of the status and perception of 
women. The reinterpretation of ‘traditional’ and ‘national’ in post-colonial India was guided 
by its colonial history (Chaudhuri 2012: 281). One of the legacies of colonialism is that, in 
today’s  India  the  secular  laws  for  women  are  either  protectionist  and  patriarchal,  or 
otherwise, modern Indian women are not in a position or are unable to exercise their legal 
rights in meaningful ways (Chitnis & Wright 2007: 1319). The reason behind this is that, as 
noted  in  the  theorisation  of  the  portrayal  of  women  and  men  in  Bollywood  films,  the 
nationalist project is patriarchal in nature. The ‘new patriarchy’ constituted in the colonial 
era, it is argued, is still prevalent in India today, which perceive women as symbol of culture, 
purity and nation.
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4.2 Origins of Bollywood
The Indian film industry has its roots deep, in the Indian culture and society. Due to the 
presence of a technological, artistic and an ambitious infrastructure, the Indian film industry's 
history is  to some extent common with the Western (Ganti  2004: 6).  The predecessor of 
motion pictures,  photography,  was first  used in India in 1840.  During the 1850s,  a  large 
number of Indians started photography studios in cities such as Bombay and Calcutta. Over a 
few decades, however, the number of studios in India was in hundreds (Ganti 2004: 6). It was 
not until the late 1890s, when motion picture technology was first introduced in Bombay, 
India,  by  Marius  Sestier,  a  representative  of  the  Paris-based  Lumiére  brothers.  The 
introduction of this new and advanced technology was very well-admired by the Indians, 
especially  the  photographers  (Ganti  2004:  7).  The  enthusiastic  Indian  photographers 
immediately began to get their hands on cameras and started shooting (Ganti 2004: 7).
Bombay  was  the  first  city  to  ever  host  the  screenings  of  motion  pictures  in  India. 
Additionally, Bombay was also the first location of the first film made in India (Ganti 2004: 
7).  Bombay's  expansion  towards  the  capital  of  filmmaking  in  India  is  fundamentally 
associated to the city's history, as a colonial city, and its position as the capital of merchantry 
and mass production in British India. The city of Bombay functioned as a gateway by which 
resources  were  conveyed  to  Britain  (Ganti  2004:  7).  The  economic  stability  of  Bombay 
allowed the film industry to establish and expand. However, not only did Bombay posses the 
economic stability, but also had the creative infrastructure which the film industry gained 
from (Ganti 2004: 7). Therefore, Bollywood, is based in todays Mumbai, India.
4.2.1 The Indian state and cinema
After the independence from the British rule, the filmmakers were enthusiastic about a new 
start in an independent India (Ganti 2004: 24). However, to their surprise, the new economic 
ideology of India did not view filmmaking as an important factor of economic expansion. The 
state and regional governments viewed the film industry, which at the time was booming, as a 
source of income (Ganti 2004: 25). High taxation, import duties, charges for censorship, sales 
taxes,  internal  custom  duties,  and  income  taxes  were  some  of  the  problems  which  the 
filmmakers faced after the independence (Ganti 2004: 26). According to Ganti (2004: 45), the 
essence  of  the  Indian  state’s  dislike  toward film industry  can be  found in  the  beliefs  of 
nationalist  leaders,  such  as  M.  K.  Gandhi  and  Jawaharlal  Nehru,  who  fought  for 
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independence from British rule. Not only Gandhi and Nehru, but most leaders considered the 
film industry as indecent (Ganti 2004: 46). Gandhi’s dislike toward the film industry stemmed 
from it being ‘alien’ rather than primitive (Ganti 2004: 46). Gandhi self-confessed, that he 
had never watched a movie, and set the film industry side by side with other evildoings such 
as gambling and betting. The Indian National Congress (INC) conducted a survey and sent a 
questionnaire to Gandhi,  enquiring about his views on the standings of the film industry. 
Gandhi returned the questionnaire with a letter stating: “Even if I was so minded, I should be 
unfit to answer your questionnaire as I have never been to a cinema. But even to an outsider 
the evil it  has done and is doing is patent. The good if it  has done at all,  remains to be 
proved.” (Ganti 2004: 46). 
Unlike Gandhi, Nehru was not as hesitant towards the film industry. Nevertheless, he was 
critical in regards to the types of film being produced at the time (Ganti 2004: 46). Nehru, in 
a message to the Indian Motion Picture Congress in 1939, stated: “I am far from satisfied at 
the quality of work that has been done. Motion pictures have become an essential part of 
modern life and they can be used with great advantage for educational purposes […] I hope 
that  the  industry  will  consider  now in  terms  of  meeting  the  standards  and of  aiming at 
producing  high  class  films  which  have  educational  and  social  values.  Such  films  should 
receive the help and cooperation of not the public, but also of the State.” (Ganti 2004: 47). 
However, this attitude towards the film industry in India changed when in May 1998, the 
government of India granted filmmaking, the status of an industry (Ganti 2004: 50).
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), or Indian People’s Party, played a significant role in the change 
in  state’s  perspective  towards  the  Indian  film  industry  (Ganti  2004:  51).  It  is  worth 
mentioning here Hindutva, (a nationalist concept) or Cultural Nationalism, presents the BJP's 
conception  of  Indian  nationhood  (BJP  2014).  It  was  the  BJP’s  government  which 
acknowledged the filmmaking as an industry,  as the party’s support  relies on traders and 
small-scale businessmen, who are heavily involved in the Indian film industry (Ganti 2004: 
51).  The BJP’s own cultural rhetoric has echoed in Bollywood films, since the 1990s, as 
Indian culture and family values are depicted in the majority of films, for the purpose of 
promoting Hindu rituals and values (Ganti  2004: 51).  As noted in the theorisation of the 
portrayal of women and men in Bollywood films, nationalist discourse, as that of BJP, has 
influenced the narratives of Bollywood films. The end of colonialism brought to power the 
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nationalists - male elite - and started the process of nation-making in India (Deshpande 2007: 
101).
4.2.2 Film censorship
Film censorship was introduced in India during colonialism in 1918, which served the British 
rulers’ colonial interests, mainly to create a ‘rosy picture’ about the West and its intentions in 
the  colonies  (Bhowmik  2003:  3148).  Due  to  the  lack  of  indigenous  film industry,  films 
imported from the West, especially the US, were targeted by film censorship (Bhowmik 2003: 
3148). In post-independence India, as indicated above by Gandhi’s view regarding cinema, 
the majority of emerging leadership was against the notion of cinema, which was associated 
with harmful Western influence, that “needed to be purged, or at least checked.” (Bhowmik 
2003: 3148). While it was agreed upon that there was room for ample improvement in the 
moral and ethical standards in films, there was a change in the attitude towards cinema in that 
it was viewed as a potential medium of entertainment and education. Cinema began to get 
acknowledged as, a ‘‘serious form of expression’’, with some assigning it a developmental 
role (Bhowmik 2003: 3150).
The Indian Cinematograph Act 1952 received presidential assent on March, 1952 and came 
in to force in July, 1952 (Bhowmik 2003: 3151). The process of film certification, which 
every Bollywood film has to obtain prior to its release, is conducted by Central Board of Film 
Certification (CBFC), under the same act. According to the CBFC, pre-release, a film has to 
be reviewed before being consumed by the public, unlike published material, because the 
effect films have on the minds of people can be significantly higher, than that of published 
material (CBFC 2010). The guidelines according to The Cinematographic Act state that: “a 
film shall not be certified for public exhibition, if, in the opinion of the authority competent to 
grant the certificate, the film or any part of it is against the interests of the sovereignty and 
integrity of India, the security of the States, friendly relations with foreign State, public order, 
decency or morality or involves defamation or contempt of court or is likely to incite the 
commission of any offence” (CBFC 2010). Any violation of these rules and regulations can 
lead to severe consequences, such as imprisonment of three years and a fine of up to 100,000 
rupees (CBFC 2010).
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Although the CBFC still conducts film certification under the Cinematograph Act of 1952, 
some revision has taken place over the years. The latest revision took place in 1991. The 
guidelines  issued  on  December  6,  1991,  state  a  number  of  revised  objective  of  film 
certification; most notably:
- “The medium of film remains responsible and sensitive to the values and standards of 
society;
- Anti-social activities such as violence are not glorified or justified;
- Pointless  or  avoidable  scenes  of  violence,  cruelty  and horror,  scenes  or  violence 
primarily intended to provide entertainment and such scenes as may have the effect of 
desensitizing or dehumanizing people are not shown;
- Scenes degrading or denigrating women in any manner are not presented;
- Scenes involving sexual violence against women like attempt to rape, rape or any 
form of  molestation,  or  scenes  of  a  similar  nature  are  avoided,  and if  any,  such 
incident is germane to the theme, they shall be reduced to the minimum and no details 
are shown.” (CBFC 2010).
Many have raised concerns over India’s film censorship machinery and its objectives. It is 
widely criticised for being caught in a colonial past (Bhowmik 2003: 3148). In colonial India, 
censorship was seen as a means to promote the West and Western intentions in colonies. 
However,  in  post-independent  India,  the  popular  perception  of  film censorship  is  one  of 
‘moral  police’,  revolving  around  “sleaze,  sensuality,  sexuality,  nudity  and 
permissiveness.” (Bhowmik 2003: 3148). This is evident in the objectives put forth by the 
guidelines of 1991. Keeping in mind the portrayal of women and men in Bollywood films, as 
explored in the theoretical framework, one can question the above objectives laid out by the 
CBFC. Scenes such as showing women’s degradation, and pointless and excessive violence, 
although prohibited by the CBFC, are shown in a number of Bollywood films, especially in 
song and dance sequences. The question of the validity and sincerity of the CBFC to uphold 
these objectives arises. Moreover, majority of the current board members of the CBFC have 
ties  to  the  BJP,  the  ruling  party  in  India  today  (The  Indian  Express  2015).  Due  to  the 
influence BJP has had on Bollywood over the years, CBFC, with BJP-related board members, 
is increasingly seen as a means to implement the nationalist project, which depicts women as 
traditional  with  Indian  values,  and  BJP’s  hindutva,  hindu  nationalist,  ideology  through 
Bollywood films.
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5. Analysis
The analysis chapter comprises of three parts. The first and second parts consist of content 
analysis of the chosen Bollywood films and item songs,  respectively. Content analysis of 
films includes analysis of portrayals of women and men, especially the hero and heroine, 
whereas, the analysis of the item songs examines, the lyrics and visuals, and explores the 
different  views surrounding item songs.  Both the first  and second parts  of  the analytical 
framework  are  complimented  by  the  perception  of  the  audiences,  experts,  actors  and 
actresses, and directors towards Bollywood films and item songs. On the other hand, the third 
part  of  this  chapter  is  a  general  reflection,  and discussion of  the  trends  identified in  the 
analysis of films and item songs. Moreover, it examines these trends in the light of women’s 
empowerment  development  discourse.  This  is  followed  by  a  broader  discussion  on  the 
concept of empowerment.
5.1 Content analysis of Bollywood films: gender roles
In light of the theories discussed in the theoretical framework, the first part of the analytical 
framework analyses gender roles in the chosen Bollywood films. All the three Bollywood 
films, as mentioned in Chapter 2, are immensely popular.  Kuch Kuch Hota Hai  (KKHH) 
(1998) is categorised as a Bollywood classic, whereas Dabangg (2010) and Queen (2014) 
have been a hit  in the box office and were critically acclaimed. Although they belong to 
different genres, there runs a common theme in these films, in that they all feature a love 
story.  Before  digging  in  to  the  gender  roles  portrayed  in  these  films,  it  is  important  to 
contextualise each film by providing a brief summary of the films’ narrative, and identify the 
characters which are to be analysed.
KKHH  revolves around two best friends from college, Rahul and Anjali.  Their friendship 
takes a turn when a new student, Tina joins the college and becomes friends with Rahul and 
Anjali. Rahul is attracted to Tina and falls in love with her, unaware of the fact that Anjali has 
fallen for Rahul as well. Heartbroken upon finding out that Rahul and Tina have fallen in love 
with each other, Anjali leaves the college. After college, Tina and Rahul get married and start 
a family. However, shortly after giving birth to a girl, Tina dies. In the last of the eighth letter, 
which Tina leaves her daughter, Tina writes about the friendship, and the bond, Rahul and 
Anjali shared. She puts her eight-year old daughter up to a task of reuniting Rahul and Anjali. 
 !  of !44 81
In the second half of the film, Rahul’s daughter manages to find his college best friend at a 
summer camp for children. When Rahul and Anjali finally meet after years, they are drawn to 
each other. However, Anjali is now engaged and suppresses her feelings for Rahul yet again. 
In a typical Bollywood ‘happy ending’,  her fiancé, who gets aware of the situation, asks 
Anjali to marry Rahul and be true to her feelings for him; and thus, Rahul and Anjali marry 
each other (KKHH 1998).
Dabangg is centred around Chulbul Pandey, a fearless and a corrupt cop. Brought up with his 
half-brother, by his step-father and mother, Chulbul Pandey has had a rough childhood, in 
that  his  step-father  always  favoured  his  half-brother.  Since,  he  never  shared  a  good 
relationship  with  his  half-brother  and  step-father,  Chulbul  Pandey  completely  detaches 
himself with them after his mother’s death. However, positivity and the value of family is 
restored back in to Chulbul’s life, after he stumbles upon Rajo during a police encounter, and 
marries her. The film further progresses through different chain of events, which see Chulbul 
and his half-brother pitted against each other by a corrupt political leader, the villain of the 
film. In a happy ending, the villain is defeated by Chulbul and his half-brother, and amends 
are made between Chulbul, his half-brother and step-father (Dabangg 2010).
Queen is a story of Rani, a young woman belonging from a traditional Indian family, whose 
wedding is called off by her fiancé, Vijay, two days before the wedding day. He cites his 
change in lifestyle after living abroad not compatible with her conservative and traditional 
self,  as  the reason behind the break up.  Devastated by the news,  Rani  after  her  parents’ 
permission decides to go alone to her pre-booked honeymoon, to Paris and Amsterdam. In 
Paris, Rani befriends Vijayalakshmi, a Western woman of Indian descent, who happens to 
work at the hotel Rani is staying at. After getting in trouble with the local police and getting 
almost robbed, Rani is shaken and intends to leave for India, but is helped by Vijayalakshmi, 
who shows her around the city. While Rani is enjoying her stay in Paris, she accidentally 
sends a picture of herself, wearing a revealing outfit, to Vijay instead of Vijayalakshmi. The 
picture  makes  Rani’s  fiancé  search  for  her.  In  the  second  half  of  the  film,  Rani  is  in 
Amsterdam where she befriends three men, who were living in her shared hostel room. In 
Amsterdam, like in Paris with Vijayalakshmi, Rani has a series of adventures with her new 
friends. However, Vijay finally locates Rani and seeks her forgiveness, and wants a second 
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chance. Rani refuses to decide until she is back in India. Upon arriving to India, Rani visits 
Vijay, hands back the engagement ring, thanks him and leaves (Queen 2014).
The characters, which are vital to the film’s narrative, are visible in the plot summaries of 
each film. In KKHH, Tina, Anjali and Rahul, and in Queen, Rani, Vijay and Vijayalakshmi, 
are the most prominent characters of the film. However, in Dabangg,  the most prominent 
character  is  that  of  Chulbul  Pandey,  and  the  character  of  Rajo  is  very  much  in  the 
background, but since she serves as the hero’s leading lady, her character will be subject to 
analysis. Now that the characters which will be analysed are highlighted, it is important to 
identify the tools to do so. The content analysis of films, Sub-chapter 5.1, is divided in to 
three  sub  chapters  analysing  the  gender  roles  portrayed  in  the  films,  using  the  methods 
described  in  chapter  2:  5.1.1)  Portrayals  of  gender  roles,  5.1.2)  Empowerment: 
deconstructing gender roles and 5.1.3) Audience’s perception. The first sub-chapter identifies 
the gender roles constructed in each film, by analysing the chosen characters’ portrayal within 
their respective films’ narrative structure. It draws on the analytical tools provided by the 
theoretical  framework,  mainly,  the  axis  of  activity  and  passivity,  informed  by  Mulvey’s 
feminist film theory of the male gaze, and the theorisation of the portrayal of women and men 
in Bollywood films over the years, by Kasbekar, Nair, Deckha and Kaur. Here, the focus is on 
character  attributes,  visuals  and  portrayal  through  costumes.  The  second  sub-chapter 
deconstructs the gender roles through the analytical tool of empowerment, by drawing on 
Kabeer, Sen and Moser’s conceptualisation of empowerment in the development discourse. 
The third sub-chapter, on the other hand, analyses how the audience perceive and relate to 
different characters.
5.1.1 Portrayal of gender roles
Scopophilia, “pleasure in looking at another person as an erotic object.” (Mulvey 1975: 843) 
in cinema is gendered, split between the axis of activity and passivity. Cinema’s narrative 
structure favours the male character. The male character is portrayed as active, and the female 
character as passive. It is true for the portrayal of women and men in traditional Hollywood 
cinema,  as  analysed  by  Mulvey.  It  is  also  true  for  the  portrayal  of  women and  men  in 
Bollywood  films  over  the  years,  as  analysed  by  numerous  Indian  researchers  in  the 
theoretical framework. In KKHH and Dabangg the case is no different.
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In KKHH, Anjali and Tina, the two main female characters are both depicted as traditional 
Indians,  and  due  to  their  submissiveness,  self-sacrificing  and  virtuous  nature,  they  are 
reminiscent of what Kasbekar referred to as, the ‘ideal Indian woman’. Tina, the new student, 
is raised in Britain and studied in Oxford University, but still has traditional Indian values. 
There are various instances in the film where this is visible. One such instance is when Rahul 
meets a short-skirt clad Tina on her first day at college, he tells Anjali,  “She’s  (Tina)  not 
Indian enough. And these London returns are a little weird. A girl should be one you can take 
home to your mother.” (KKHH 1998). However, his perception towards her changes when he 
asks her to sing in Hindi, assuming she will not be able to do so. But to everyone’s surprise, 
she sings “Om Jai Jagdesh Hare”, a bhajan (Hindu devotional song) and tells Rahul that, 
“Living  in  London  and  studying  and  growing  up  there  has  not  made  me  forget  my 
roots.” (KKHH 1998). It is only when Tina has shown her ‘Indianness’ by showing that she 
has not forgotten her roots, Rahul starts getting attracted to her. Rahul’s depiction of what an 
Indian girl must be is in line with the nationalist project of depicting women as ‘traditional’. 
A British resident, and a short-skirt clad Tina is not Indian enough in Rahul’s eyes, whose 
definition of an Indian girl is someone, one can take home to one’s mother (KKHH 1998, 
Gangoli 2005: 158).
It  is  also  important  to  highlight  the  transformation,  Tina  undergoes,  once  she  gets 
romantically involved with Rahul. Compared to her first day in college where she is wearing 
a short-skirt, Tina’s attire changes to traditional Indian clothes once she falls for Rahul, as 
seen in Fig. 1. In the theorisation of portrayal women and men in Bollywood films, it became 
evident  that  women’s  bodies  became “the  site  on  which  tradition  was  seen  to  be”,  thus 
becoming the tradition itself  (Srivastava 2006:  127).  Tina wearing traditional  attire  is  an 
example of women embodying tradition. Tina, as seen in the first still in Fig. 1, wearing a 
short-skirt is portrayed as a Western and a modern girl, however, it is through gestures such 
as singing the bhajan and her traditional Indian attire, her ‘Indianness’ is brought to the fore. 
Apart from changes in attire reflecting ‘Indianness’, Tina’s portrayal as a devoted and self-
sacrificing wife also epitomised her ‘Indianness’, in that she decided to have a child knowing 
the  fact  that  she  is  risking  her  life  by  doing  so.  Tina  was  warned  by  the  doctors  of 
complications which may arise, but she willingly sacrificed her life and went ahead with the 
pregnancy without informing Rahul of her medical condition. She did so for Rahul, because 
he wanted a child (KKHH 1998). The traces of the nationalist project which, as Kasbekar 
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stated, was launched by the new leaders of post-independence India, promoting the ‘ideal 
Indian woman’, can be seen in the portrayal of Tina.
Anjali’s portrayal is similar to that of Tina’s, in that Anjali too went through a transformation. 
In the first half of the film, Anjali is portrayed as a tomboy, who dresses like boys and has 
short hair, as seen in the first two stills in Fig. 2. This is the time when Anjali and Rahul were 
in college and were best friends, but Rahul was not sexually attracted to her. However, this 
changes in the second half of the film, when Rahul goes to the summer camp and sees Anjali 
after years, who has now transformed in to a traditional Indian woman, who wears traditional 
Indian clothes, and is much more feminine by donning long hair, make up and jewellery, as 
seen in the two bottom stills in Fig. 2. This transformation of Anjali has been criticised by 
many feminists as anti-feminist, as it implies that Anjali had to become ‘feminine’ and sexy 
before  Rahul  could  fall  in  love  with  her  (Gangoli  2005:  159).  Like  Tina,  Anjali’s  body, 
through the costume she is wearing, becomes the tradition itself and symbolises ‘Indianness’.
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Fig. 1 Tina’s transformation 
(KKHH 1998)
 
It was noted in the theoretical framework chapter, by Nair, that almost all the stories played 
out on the screen in Bollywood films are men’s, revolving around and focusing on “their 
conflicts, their dreams, their aspirations, their tragedies, their revenge, their desires and their 
heroism.” (Nair 2002: 53). Rahul’s portrayal is a testament to this. Rahul is very much the 
essence of the film, in that it is his story. It is evident in the first scene of the film, Fig. 3, 
which shows Rahul standing alone by the pyre of his wife, Tina.
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Fig. 2 Anjali’s transformation
(KKHH 1998)
 
Fig. 3 Rahul’s story 
(KKHH 1998)
 
Rahul, Tina, and Anjali’s portrayal is a testimony to the axis of activity and passivity. Tina 
and Anjali exist only in relation to Rahul. One is Rahul’s best friend, one is Rahul’s love 
interest, who he  marries.
In Dabangg, the character attributes of the female and male characters are reminiscent of the 
ones in KKHH, but are taken to the next level in terms of portraying the male character as 
active,  powerful  agent,  “around  whom  the  dramatic  action  unfolds  and  the  look  get 
organised”, and the female character as passive, powerless, and “the object of desire for the 
male character(s)” (Smelik 2007: 491, Mulvey 1975). Chulbul Pandey, the notorious cop 
around whom the film’s plot is centred, is portrayed as an overtly masculine man. Throughout 
the film, his muscular body is emphasised in various forms. In the very first scenes of the 
film, his manhood is on full display. Upon his entrance to the villain’s den, Chulbul’s bulging 
crotch is focused. Moreover, in an extensive fight scene, Chulbul hoses down the villain’s 
cronies with a water pipe, symbolising and signifying his phallic power, Fig. 4 (Shandilya 
2014: 111). The angles at which the water pipe is placed, especially in still two of Fig. 4, are 
suggestive of his phallic power and an image of his masculinity. 
This is mimicked in the title song of the film, named dabangg (fearless), a reference to the 
fearless Chulbul Pandey. In what can be classified as a dance move, Chulbul grabs a hold of 
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Fig. 4 Phallic power
(Dabangg 2010)
 
his belt and moves it up and down, while the camera focuses on his bulging crotch, Fig. 5. 
The timing of this ‘dance move’ is also significant in that it features when the word, dabangg, 
is  played  in  the  song.  Thus,  implying  that  being  ‘fearless’  is  a  masculine  trait.  In 
psychoanalytic  terms,  phallus  and  penis  are  symbols  of  males’ physical  dominance  over 
women (Mulvey 1975). 
Such imagery in Dabangg, is an evidence of the male character’s dominance within the film’s 
narrative. This immense focus on the male body and masculinity is justified by many as, the 
‘need of the genre’;  the idea of “a powerful and charismatic protagonist,  in accord with 
traditional  formulations  of  masculinity  .  .  .  [such  as]  prominent  body  musculature”  is 
something the action genre relies on (Shandilya 2014: 113). However, according to Deckha’s 
point of view, traditional Indian masculinity in popular culture in modern India is very much 
in demand. In the age of globalisation, where women are increasingly visible in the public 
space, male bodies, especially male muscular bodies represent masculinity. As noted in the 
theoretical framework by Deckha, “as male spectators and consumers seek grounds to assert 
their  manhood and masculinity,  society  (including Bollywood)  tells  them to  turn to  their 
bodies […].” (Deckha 2007: 67-68).
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Fig. 5 Phallic dance move
(Dabangg 2010)
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Apart from symbolic imagery portraying Chulbul as dominant, his character attributes also 
portray him in the same light. Especially noteworthy is his behaviour with Rajo, who makes 
and sells pottery. In a scene where he is giving money for a pottery to Rajo, who refuses to 
take the money, since the pottery broke, he remarks, “I’m giving it willingly, keep it. Or else, I 
could’ve slapped you as well.” to which Rajo replies, “I’m not afraid of being slapped, sir. 
But  certainly  of  love.”  (Dabangg  2010).  On  Chulbul’s  part,  this  remark  reflects  his 
assertiveness and dominance, while on Rajo’s part, her reply shows acceptance of violence 
and makes  her  come across  as  submissive.  Another  instance where  his  dominance is  on 
display is when he asks Rajo to marry her, who refuses on the grounds that her father is sick 
and needs to be taken care of; to which he remarks, “Do you want to remain unmarried all 
your life? and what if you find a strong and fearless man like me?” (Dabangg 2010). Not only 
do these remarks suggest that a woman must marry at some point in her life, but also that a 
strong and fearless man is an ideal candidate for being a husband, her protector. These are all 
instances which construct gender roles.
Rajo’s character portrayal is in line with what Mulvey observed in traditional Hollywood 
films, “what counts is what the heroine provokes, or rather what she represents. She is the 
one, or rather the love or fear she inspires in the hero, or else the concern he feels for her, 
who  makes  him  act  the  way  he  does.  In  herself  the  woman  has  not  the  slightest 
importance.”  (Mulvey  1975:  837).  Rajo’s  portrayal,  within  the  narrative  structure  of 
Dabangg,  has  been  subject  to  a  lot  of  criticism.  She  ceases  to  exist  as  an  independent 
individual, and since her character does not contribute to the story line in anyway, many have 
questioned her relevance to the plot. Rajo, who lives with her alcoholic father, serves solely 
as Chulbul’s love interest in the film. She represents family, love and positivity in Chulbul’s 
life, which has been plagued by a bitter childhood. Moreover, her love and presence provokes 
peace and love, in an otherwise rowdy and aggressive Chulbul. An excellent example of this 
can be seen in Fig. 6. As seen in still one of Fig. 6, Chulbul bumps in to a man and is about to 
beat him up, but catches a glimpse of Rajo shaking her head, still two in Fig. 6. This rids 
Chulbul off his aggression towards the man, he instead hugs the man who bumped in to him, 
still three in Fig. 6.
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Similar to Tina and Anjali, Rajo only exists in relation to the male lead of the film. Male 
characters in both KKHH and Dabangg are portrayed as active, while the female characters 
are  submissive,  self-sacrificing,  traditional  ‘Indian’.  Queen,  however,  presents  a  slightly 
different picture. Hailed by many as women empowering film, Queen, by its portrayal of the 
leading characters, has broken the norm of the hero lead films in Bollywood, as the leading 
character in Queen is Rani. The title of the film, Queen, is also named after the lead character, 
as  it  is  the  english translation of  the  leading character’s  name,  Rani.  Unlike KKHH and 
Dabangg, Queen upsets the axis of activity and passivity. The male character is not active, in 
the sense that the plot does not revolve around the hero’s conflicts, his dreams, his tragedies. 
It is not his story, but the story of Rani who embarks, as many call it, on an empowering 
journey.
Rani  is  portrayed  as  a  traditional  Indian  woman,  originating  from a  conservative  Indian 
family.  She has never done anything without her parents’ approval,  even when she dates 
Vijay, her younger brother tags along her to dinner dates. As Tina and Anjali in KKHH, Rani 
too goes through a transformation throughout the course of the film. However, unlike Tina 
and Anjali’s  transformations which saw them embracing ‘Indianness’,  femininity  through 
their physical appearance, submissiveness towards the one they love, Rani finds and liberates 
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Fig. 6 Rajo: family, love and peace 
(Dabangg 2010)
 
herself  from this  exact  paradigm of  the,  ‘ideal,  self-sacrificing woman’.  There  are  many 
notable instances in the film through which the process of liberation is portrayed. In a scene 
in Paris, an intoxicated Rani opens her heart to Vijayalakshmi. Giving an example of Uncle 
Gupta, a man who never smoked or drank, but was still diagnosed with cancer, Rani tells 
Vijayalakshmi that her life resembles that of Uncle Gupta. She regrets living life according to 
rules and norms, being a ‘good girl’ who follows whatever is told to her (Queen 2014). This 
realisation sets the tone for the rest of the film, where Rani is shown doing things which she 
was previously prohibited to do. While she dances in a night club with Vijayalakshmi, a 
flashback shows Vijay scolding Rani for  dancing at  a  wedding;  as she drives in Paris,  a 
flashback shows Vijay giving up on teaching her how to drive, as she gets offered a ‘job’ by 
an Italian chef to cook in a competition in Amsterdam, a flashback shows Vijay advising her 
not to take a job offer. This contrast of the things which she can do now, but could not do 
before, shows Rani coming out of her mould.
On the  surface,  Rani’s  portrayal  does  seem to  reverse  the  axis  of  activity  and passivity, 
making Queen a film which rises above the stereotypical portrayal of women in Bollywood 
films. Nonetheless, although Rani is the leading character in the film, her story starts only 
when she is rejected by Vijay. Thus, it can be argued, that she is no different than the other 
Bollywood female characters who exist only in relation to men as, either their wives, mothers 
or lover; and are rarely portrayed as independent beings who make their own decisions, or 
question authority (Nair 2002: 52). Here, it is also important to shed light on Vijayalakshmi’s 
character. Her character portrayal stands very much in the opposition to Rani’s. Where Rani 
is the woman to be liberated, Vijayalakshmi is the liberated one. Vijayalakshmi is someone 
who smokes, drinks, has a child out of wedlock and indulges in casual sex.
The nuances brought by Rani and Vijayalakshmi’ characters bear striking resemblance to the 
character attributes of an Indian woman in modern India,  as mentioned in the theoretical 
framework. Guha-Thakurta noted that,  “In the new urban art forms of modern India, the 
woman’s form had undergone a striking metamorphosis, posing a new configuration of the 
‘modern’ and the ‘traditional’. While its form was ‘modernized’, the concepts and ideals it 
signified always harked back to ‘tradition’ - to […] Indian values and ethics. […].” (Freitag 
2001:  57).  The  modern  and  traditional  portrayal  of  an  Indian  woman is  translated  in  to 
Queen, through Vijayalakshmi and Rani respectively. Vijayalakshmi is someone who leads 
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Rani  to  her  liberation  (Dutta  2014),  and  even  though  Rani’s  liberation  is  inspired  by 
Vijayalakshmi, Rani is still traditionally Indian in her values. This is illustrated in the film 
when Rani leaves for Amsterdam. She tells Vijayalakshmi to drink less, and not to indulge in 
casual sex with everyone easily, reminding the audience that she may have adopted traits of a 
‘modern’ ’liberated’ woman, by dancing in night clubs and drinking, but is still traditional 
Indian at the core.
While Rani’s portrayal is more prominent and on the active side of the axis than the other 
female leads of the chosen Bollywood films, Vijay’s character is to a large extent in line with 
the other male characters of the chosen Bollywood films. His portrayal as an foreign-returned 
engineer, epitomises the “Five Year Plan”  hero (Deckha 2007: 62), someone who is rational 
and  scientific.  Unlike  Chulbul  Pandey,  whose  manliness  was  attached  to  his  bodily 
representation  and aggressive  behaviour,  Vijay  represents  the  shift  in  Indian  masculinity, 
which Srivastava stated, is attached to being scientific and rational (Srivastava 2006: 141). 
Moreover,  Vijay  also  fits  the  stereotypical  traits  of  a  Bollywood hero  when it  comes  to 
wooing the heroine. Vijay meets Rani at her father’s sweet shop and stalks her endlessly, in 
her college, in the streets, as visible in Fig. 7, until she falls for her.
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Fig. 7 Vijay: wooing through stalking
(Queen 2014)
 
There is a contradiction in Vijay’s view of Rani, in the beginning, and end of the film. In the 
beginning of the film, when Vijay tells Rani that he will not marry her, he implies that Rani 
does not match his status and lifestyle anymore; he has a modern outlook, he has changed, 
while Rani is still the same. However, when Rani accidentally sends him a photo wearing a 
revealing  outfit,  his  perception  towards  her  changes.  He  is  drawn  back  to  the  ‘modern’ 
looking Rani. What’s problematic in this regard, is his view of a modern woman. He likes 
Rani’s ‘modern’ physical appearance, but when he meets Rani in Amsterdam, he rebukes her 
for living with three guys in a shared hostel room, and for drinking. It can be said that like 
portrayal of Indian women in modern India, a woman can be modern in physical appearance 
but is traditional at heart, Vijay’s view is a testament to this.
It would be remiss not to mention the depiction of the influence Bollywood heroes have in 
India, in the film Queen. Vijay, as mentioned before, does not only have the same tricks up 
his  sleeve  to  woo  women,  as  typical  Bollywood  heroes.  In  the  film,  he  is  portrayed  as 
someone influenced by Bollywood heroes. When he is caught stalking Rani in the library, as 
seen in the two bottom stills of Fig. 7, Rani tells Vijay, “I’ve seen at least ten films in which 
the heroes have tried this.”, to which Vijay replies, “worked, hasn’t it, each time?” (Queen 
2014).
Despite the time difference in which these films were made KKHH (1998), Dabangg (2010) 
and  Queen  (2014),  the  character  portrayal  of  the  leading  characters  is  similar  in  many 
regards.  The character portrayal of Tina, Anjali, Rahul - Chulbul Pandey, Rajo - Rani, Vijay 
and Vijayalakshmi share certain similarities and differences. On a general level, however, the 
portrayal  of  all  these  characters  are  no  different  than  those  analysed  in  the  theoretical 
framework. Except Queen, both the films follow the axis of activity and passivity. The trends 
outlined in the portrayal of gender roles in Bollywood films in the theoretical framework are 
supported  by  the  portrayals  of  these  characters.  Women  are  submissive,  self-sacrificing, 
virtuous and embody ‘Indianness’, no matter where they are in the world. Men are superior in 
both their portrayals, the ‘rational and scientific’ hero: Rahul and Vijay, and the muscular and 
aggressive kind: Chulbul Pandey.
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5.1.2 Empowerment: deconstructing gender roles
Kabeer’s  and  Sen’s  conceptualisation  of  empowerment  and  Moser’s  empowerment 
development approach paint an image of an ideal woman, who is empowered and provide 
ways through which empowerment can be achieved.  Furthermore,  the components  at  the 
heart of the concept of empowerment, the ability to make a choice, access to resources and 
the concept of agency, highlight how male characters’ portrayal in the film contribute, or 
hinder female characters’ empowerment. Based on the analysis of the portrayal of the female 
characters in the chosen films, it might seem on the surface that some female characters, most 
notably, Tina and Rani, are empowered in that they exercise choice. It is, however, essential 
to examine each female character with an empowerment lens, to analyse and determine, the 
extent to which each, if at all, is empowered.
If  Tina’s  portrayal  is  compared  to  the  image  portrayed  by  women’s  empowerment 
development discourse, on the surface it might seem that Tina is empowered, in a sense that 
she chose to marry the man she loved, and decided to bear a child against medical advice. It 
can be argued that she had the ability to define and act upon her own goals, which Kabeer 
refers to agency. However, when taking in consideration Kabeer’s and Sen’s in-depth analysis 
of the notion of ‘choice’, it is evident that although Tina exercised choice, her choice was 
influenced by Rahul’s wish of having a child. Rahul’s wish of having a child was put first by 
Tina,  rather  than  her  own well-being.  On one  hand,  Tina’s  portrayal  viewed through an 
empowerment  lens  suggests  that  Tina  is  empowered,  in  that  she  exercises  strategic  life 
choice,  but  her  husband’s wish influencing her choice and resulting in her death,  can be 
understood as disempowerment. On the other hand, this ‘noble’ act or self-sacrifice is seen as 
‘Indianness’. This raises the question whether ‘Indianness’ is disempowering?
Anjali,  the  female  protagonist  in  KKHH,  also  exercises  choice,  however  her  choice  is 
influenced by Rahul’s well-being, and has consequences on her own well-being. She simply 
decides to leave college, abandon her studies, once she finds out Rahul is in love with Tina. 
In terms of the nationalist  project,  this  comes across as a self-sacrifice and indicates her 
‘Indianness’, since she is portraying submissiveness by valuing Rahul’s happiness with Tina 
more than her own studies. However, when viewed through an empowerment lens, this is 
seen as disempowerment. It can also be argued that Anjali does not have agency, in that she 
suppresses her feelings for Rahul once again at the summer camp, and decides to go ahead 
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with her marriage with her fiancé. While in the college, she valued Rahul’s happiness above 
hers, at the summer camp she values her finance's happiness above her own. She marries 
Rahul only when her fiancé permits her to do so. Rahul, in this sense, can be said to possess 
negative agency, power over, Tina and Anjali. Although, he does not uses threats, coercion or 
violence to impose his goals and dreams upon Tina and Anjali, as the definition of negative 
agency by Kabeer suggests. Nonetheless, he does have the power and influence on them.
Viewing Rajo, the female protagonist in Dabangg, through the empowerment lens reveals a 
similar picture. Rajo, too, has typical ‘Indian’ characteristics. She is self-sacrificing, willing 
to not  marry till  her  drunken father is  alive,  who is  her  responsibility,  not  her  brother’s. 
What’s most striking is that Rajo has no say in the strategic life choice of marriage. After her 
father’s suicide, Chulbul storms in to her house orders the mourners to leave, and Rajo to 
pack her things and leave with him, to which she obliges. Chulbul and Rajo, then marry, and 
it is once they are married, Rajo asks Chulbul his name. In this sense, Rajo is disempowered. 
She does not exercise choice, neither does she possess agency and, what Sen refers to as 
capabilities.  Chulbul,  like Rahul,  possesses negative agency,  power over Rajo,  in that  he 
imposes his goals, his will of marrying her, upon Rajo. Access to resources, be it social or 
economic, is a pre-condition to make a choice, and consequently to be empowered. The male 
characters  in  KKHH  and  Dabangg,  either  hamper  or  influence  the  ability  of  the  female 
characters to make a choice. They are reminiscent of what Kabeer mentions regarding rules 
and norms, which give certain actors authority over others. It can be safely said that Rahul 
and  Chulbul  Pandey  are  endowed  with  ‘authoritative  resources’,  “the  ability  to  define 
priorities and enforce claims” (Kabeer 1999: 437).
Queen, as mentioned earlier, is what many refer to as the new changing face of Bollywood, 
where the story revolves around the female character. The word ‘empowered’ has been used 
as an adjective to describe the portrayal of Rani, the female protagonist, umpteenth times by 
critics, feminists, scholars and regular audiences alike. Is Rani, towards the end of the film, 
really empowered? Out of the seven female respondents of the questionnaire, who had seen 
the film, six perceived Rani’s character as empowering. The reasons they cited were mainly 
that, “she didn't settle for a partner in the end of the film and have a cliched happy ending; 
rather she emerged as a strong young woman who after being through so much, evolved 
independently.”, and that she “goes through a change. In the beginning the power in her life 
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was in the hands of her fiancé and her happiness depended on the way he treated her. The 
cancelation of the wedding by the fiancé makes her miserable but by the end of the movie, she 
starts listening to her own desires, needs and she realizes her power. She starts making her 
own decisions and rejects the fiancé who approaches her again. Therefore, due to the shift in 
power relation here, I think the character is empowering.” (Appendix A).
Bearing  in  mind  the  conceptualisation  of  empowerment  and  the  women’s  empowerment 
development discourse, Rani, towards the end of the film, is empowered, as rightly noted by 
the two respondents, she exercises and takes in charge of her ‘strategic life choice’. While it 
is true that her portrayal in the beginning of the film is very submissive, in that her father and 
Vijay have negative agency, power over her, but towards the end of the film, the sense of 
individuality is visible in Rani’s portrayal. Prior to her honeymoon, the choices are made for 
her, after the honeymoon trip, she is the one who is making choices for herself. In this regard, 
Rani’s portrayal perfectly fits the definition of empowerment, a process“by which those who 
have been denied the ability to make choices acquire such an ability.” (Kabeer 1999: 437).
Between the first two stills of Fig. 8, which show Rani begging her fiancé to marry her, and 
the bottom two stills,  which show Rani leaving Vijay’s house after  rejecting him, Rani’s 
transformation is visible. She is visibly confident and happy. However, it can be argued that 
by rejecting a man who rejected her in the first place, Rani is not empowered, as highlighted 
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Fig. 8 Rani’s transformation
(Queen 2014)
 
by one of the female respondents, “Empowering? No! She merely went on a trip, that was 
supposed to be her honeymoon and got over him.” (Appendix A). She may have exercised 
‘strategic life choice’ by rejecting him, but she still is the same traditional Indian girl at heart, 
who  advises  Vijayalakshmi  not  to  drink  too  much  and  not  to  indulge  in  casual  sex. 
Nevertheless, unlike Tina and Anjali’s transformation, which saw them embody ‘Indianness’ 
through their feminine costumes and visiting the temples, Rani’s transformation breaks free 
of this mould. Therefore, in comparison to all the female characters analysed, Rani is the 
closest to be portrayed as an empowered woman.
The image of an ideal woman painted by women’s empowerment development discourse 
stands  in  stark  opposition  to  the  image  of  an  ‘ideal  Indian  woman’,  a  product  of  the 
nationalist project, portrayed in the chosen Bollywood films. Female character attributes such 
as valuing men’s happiness and well-being above their own, and making choice on the basis 
of this is, when seen from an empowerment lens, disempowering. On the other hand, these 
character attributes are a definition of the ‘ideal Indian woman’. The chaste, virtuous, and 
self-sacrificing heroine epitomises ‘Indianness’. She can be ‘modern’, but only to a certain 
extent. She may be ‘modern’ in her attire, but is portrayed as ‘traditional’ in her values and 
norms. This blend of ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ is not a general pattern limited to portrayals 
of women in films, but is a reflection of the Indian society. It is most visible in the institution 
of marriage in India. The countless matrimonial advertisements in newspapers, searching for 
brides,  show the  extent  to  which  women with  just  the  right  amount  of  ‘traditional’ and 
‘modern’ are  desired  (Chaudhuri  2012:  278).  The  ideal  bride  must  possess  ‘traditional’ 
qualities  of  domestic  skills,  knowledge  of  religious  rituals  and  practices,  and  ‘modern’ 
abilities acquired through education and employment opportunities.” (Chaudhuri 2012: 278). 
Although initially, both the ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ qualities are emphasised upon by the 
families seeking a bride, after marriage, it is the traditional qualities which are utilised the 
most. Moreover, not only does changes in priorities take place post-marriage, most women 
are expected to change their attires to more traditional clothes. The transformation of Tina 
and Anjali (Fig. 1-2) from KKHH, in this regard, is a reflection of the Indian society.
Here,  it  is  eminent  to  highlight  the  limitations  of  the  concept  of  empowerment. 
Empowerment is defined mostly in economic terms, with access to material resources as one 
of its main components. Kabeer, Sen and Moser’s conceptualisation of empowerment does 
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provide an insight in to women’s access to the human and social resources, the factors which 
hinder access to these resources, and undermine women’s well-being. However, it lacks a 
detailed  critique  of  other  structures  and institutions,  such as  marriage  and family,  where 
power  operates  and  gender  relations  are  affected.  Therefore,  a  broader  and  all-covering 
definition of empowerment is needed not only to analyse gender roles in reel life, but also 
real life.
5.1.3 Audience’s perception
The  trends  highlighted  above  are,  more  or  less,  also  visible  in  the  perception  of  the 
respondents of the questionnaire. Out of the nine respondents of the questionnaire, a majority 
perceived  the  male  characters  of  the  three  chosen  films  as  fictional,  and  referred  to  the 
character  attributes  of  these  characters  as  reflecting  reality.  Regarding  Rahul’s  role,  one 
female respondent stated, “he is very real when he chooses to marry his friend from college 
after she transforms into a typical Indian girl.” (Appendix A). Similarly, regarding Chulbul 
Pandey,  another  female  respondent  remarked,  “the  way  he  treats  the  women  is  realistic 
because men do not care what the women thinks, if they want to marry them, they don't care 
about their decisions or consent.” (Appendix A).
Another interesting trend, among the answers of the respondents, was the male character’s 
influence and perception on men. Regarding Rahul’s portrayal, one female respondent noted 
that, “he stands for the perfect male imagination which gets the perfect sacrificing girl every 
single time.”, while another female respondent stated, “many guys are like that, want to be 
like that and sometimes end up being that.” (Appendix A). This identification of men with the 
characters of Rahul and Chulbul can be explained by what Mulvey describes as, ‘narcissistic 
pleasure’, a pleasure derived from identifying and relating with the “perfected image of a 
human figure on the screen” (Mulvey 1975: 836, Smelik 2007: 491). Therefore, like the child 
looking in the mirror, who “imagines his mirror image to be more complete, more perfect 
than he experiences his own body.” (Mulvey 1975: 836), spectators are made to identify with 
the male hero who is portrayed as, “the more perfect, more complete, more powerful ideal 
ego”,  as  opposed  to  “the  distorted  image  of  the  passive  and  powerless  female 
character” (Smelik 2007: 491, Mulvey 1975: 838). In addition to the above responses, this is 
also visible in the following response by a male respondent, “His (Chulbul) role is of course 
fictional but the viewers perceive it as reality. He is after all their hero. Many guys copy him 
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as well.  A lot of my friends started wearing their glasses the same way he did, and that 
dabangg dance move was also very popular.” (Appendix A).
In contrast to the male characters,  female characters of the movie were perceived by the 
majority of respondents as ‘real’. Tina, Anjali, Rajo, and Rani’s submissive portrayal was 
cited by many respondents as, a reflection of reality, as noted in this response by a female 
respondent, “(Rajo’s) character exists to decorate the movie. She is quite real because of the 
submissiveness. The main character is very dominant towards her and she is ok with it and 
that is how many women are.” (Appendix A). Similarly, Rani’s role was found by one female 
respondent as “realistic because it is very relatable. It is normal to some extent. Majority 
women are just  like  Rani.” (Appendix A).  The responses show that  there is  a  difference 
between how women and men perceive the hero and heroine. It is evident in the responses 
that it is mostly men, who are copying the hero. This is testament to what Mulvey analysed in 
her analysis of Hollywood films. It  is  indeed the male character,  who due to his ‘active’ 
portrayal, is someone male spectators identify with.
This perception of the respondents, which highlights the difference between how women and 
men perceive the film characters, is a reflection of the Indian society. The characters from 
films  are  looked  up  upon  by  the  population.  It  is  a  fact  that  is  also  acknowledged  by 
Bollywood actors, actresses and directors, as Aamir Khan, an actor/producer and one of the 
biggest names in Bollywood, describes, “they’re (the population) are really hooked on to it 
(viewing films). And they base a lot of their thoughts also on the films they see. And they base 
a lot of their morals perhaps, principles perhaps, on the way heroes and heroines behave, the 
way  certain  characters  in  film  behave.”  (Ganti  2004:  192).  Similarly,  Shabana  Azmi,  a 
famous Bollywood actress, states, “heroine or hero is somebody who is a personification of 
the morality and the aspirations of  the society.” (Ganti  2004: 190).  If  a hero in the film 
successfully woos the heroine by eve-teasing her, this sets an example, and is perceived by 
many young boys, as the way to woo girls. In Australia, a 32 years old Indian security guard 
was accused of stalking two women by repeatedly approaching them, calling and texting 
them, but avoided jail time as he argued “male leads in Bollywood movies always got the 
women to say yes by doggedly chasing them” (Tribune 2015). His lawyer argued that this was 
“quite normal behaviour” for Indian men, and the magistrate accepted the argument on the 
basis of cultural background (Tribune 2015).
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The gender roles constructed by Bollywood films, and their negative impact on the society, 
are also being openly acknowledged and discussed on public and media platforms. There 
have also been several studies focusing on the perception, and influence of the heroes and 
heroines in Bollywood films on the Indian youth. One such study was carried out by WHO, 
which concluded that films are an integral part of youth sub-culture in India, and serve as a 
medium through which youngsters are presented with new ideas about behaviour or attitude, 
and dress codes, which they then imitate in their daily interactions (Vasan 2010: 5-6). What 
the characters do in reel life, is followed by many in real life. This influence heroes and 
heroines have on the population, speaks volumes about the importance of correct portrayal of 
gender  roles.  If  character  attributes  such  as  stalking  and  violence  against  women  are 
followed,  so  would positive  character  attributes  such as  a  hero respecting a  woman,  not 
committing  violence  against  women.  Apart  from portraying  men  with  positive  character 
attributes, many scholars, critics have also called for positive portrayals of especially women, 
who are mostly viewed in Bollywood films, as in Hollywood films, through the libidinal 
point of view of the hero.
5.1.4 Part conclusion
The films analysed range from a time period of 20 years, yet when compared, there are more 
similarities  than differences.  In all  three films,  there is  a  continuity of  gender  roles  with 
certain  traits  attached  to  male  and  female  characters.  Submissiveness,  self-sacrifice, 
traditional values, norms and attire, chaste, and virtuous are feminine traits. Where on the 
other hand, dominance, rational, masculine and muscular bodies, protector, fearless, assertive 
and independent are all associated with masculinity and the heroes of the film. In this sense, 
the analysis of the films is in line with the analysis of character portrayals in Bollywood films 
over  the years,  carried out  by several  Indian academics,  and discussed in  the theoretical 
framework. However, the analysis of these three films also reveals a change in gender roles. 
Recent trends in Bollywood films, as seen in Queen, show a shift from hero oriented films to 
women-centric film. Such films did exist in the past, but it is only recently that women lead 
films are received well by the audiences, consequently doing good business at the box office.
The analysis of gender roles in the sample films contributes to the generalisation, that the 
portrayal of women and men in Bollywood films is highly stereotypical.  Gender roles in 
Bollywood films have been subject to academic research, but what makes this study unique is 
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deconstructing the gender roles through women’s empowerment development discourse. It 
was  observed  in  the  analysis  that  heroes  are  the  ones  possessing  negative  agency  over 
heroines.  If  heroines  exercise  choice  or  are  portrayed  as  empowered,  their  choices  are 
influenced by male characters, such as fathers, and husband. The most prominent finding, in 
this regard,  is  that  ‘Indianness’ contradicts empowerment.  This is  not only limited to the 
character portrayals of women and men in the chosen Bollywood films but, as evident in the 
audience’s perception, it is a trend visible in majority of the films and is a reflection of the 
Indian  society,  especially  its  institution  of  marriage.  Moreover,  the  negative  impacts  of 
stereotypical  portrayal  of  women and men is  increasingly becoming subject  of  academic 
research, and is acknowledged openly on media platforms by Bollywood actors and actresses. 
Widely criticised, in this regard, is the portrayal of women in item songs. To explore this 
critique of item songs, the following sub-chapter examines item songs and women’s portrayal 
in these item songs.
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5.2 Item songs: objectification or empowerment?
Song and dance sequences are an integral part of every Bollywood film. In recent times, item 
songs have come under a lot of criticism, regarding their portrayal of women. As mentioned 
earlier,  the  debate  surrounding  item  songs  is  ambiguous.  While  some  refer  to  them  as 
empowering and promoting female sexual agency, others tend to lean on the objectification 
side of  the debate.  Thus,  to  examine these ambiguous views,  portrayal  of  women in the 
following item songs are analysed:
Item  songs  are  one  of  the  techniques  through  which  erotic  pleasure  is  provided  to  the 
audience. The strategy behind this, as Kasbekar mentions, is to create an “idealised moral 
universe”,  where  the  portrayal  of  a  ‘traditional’ Indian woman,  is  upheld by the heroine 
within the main plot, and erotic pleasure is provided by introducing the ‘vamp’ who makes a 
spectacle of herself (Kasbekar 2001: 298-299). It is in item songs, as argued by Kasbekar and 
Nair, the women are made in to a spectacle and an erotic object for men to gaze. It is through 
item songs, voyeuristic pleasure is obtained and the woman is objectified or fetishised, as 
Mulvey puts it, by emphasising on her physical beauty.
The mechanisms through which the dancer is objectified, highlighted by Nair and Kasbekar, 
are easily detected when analysing the chosen item songs. In all three songs, costumes are 
revealingly cut, the camera zooms on certain parts of the body to invite the male gaze, as 
visible in Fig. 9-11. Moreover, two of the dancers, Munni (Fig. 9) and the one pictured in Fig. 
11, are not part of the plot of the respective film, in which they feature. The dancer in Munni 
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Fig. 9 Munni Badnaam Hui 
(Munni was defamed)
(Dabangg 2010)
Fig. 10 Sheila Ki Jawani (Youthful 
Sheila)
(Tees Maar Khan 2010)
Fig. 11 Fevicol Se
(With Fevicol(glue))
(Dabangg 2 2012)
     
Badnaam Hui (Munni was defamed), an item song featured in the analysed film Dabangg, 
compared to Rajo, the female protagonist of the film, is a clear example of the strategies used 
in  Hindi  cinema  to  uphold  the  ‘official’ definition  of  femininity,  while  simultaneously 
creating a realm of fantasy,  in which the erotic display challenges the official  version of 
femininity.  While  Rajo’s  portrayal  epitomises  a  traditional  Indian  woman,  Munni  is  the 
complete  opposite.  Rajo’s  body  is  only  meant  to  be  gazed  upon  by  the  hero,  Chulbul, 
whereas, Munni’s body is free to be gazed upon by all.
Where Munni Badnaam Hui and Feivcol Se are typical item songs, which fit perfectly under 
the descriptions, techniques and mechanisms highlighted by Nair and Kasbekar, Sheila Ki 
Jawani (Youthful Sheila), can be best described by Nijhawan’s interpretation of the recent 
trend in item songs, the shift from male to female desire. In such songs, the subject is the 
woman and the focus is on her desire. In Sheila Ki Jawani, Sheila is very much the subject of 
the song, as illustrated in the lyrics, “Hey you. I know you want it but you never gonna get it. 
I won’t fall in your hands. […] I don’t need anyone else. I love myself. […] My name is 
Sheila. Youthful Sheila. I am too sexy for you. I won’t fall in your hands.” (Tees Maar Khan 
2010).
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Fig. 12 ‘Wife’ vs. ‘Vamp’
(Dabangg 2010)
 
Through the lyrics of the song, Sheila comes across as an assertive woman, someone who 
possesses  sexual  agency,  someone  who  loves  herself  and  does  not  need  anyone.  Unlike 
Munni Badnaam Hui, where the dancer sings ,“Munni was defamed, for you darling. She lost 
her mind, just for you darling” (Dabangg 2010)  and Fevicol Se, where the dancer sings, 
“Stick my photo to your heart with Fevicol. I am ready and willing. Woo me with a miss call.” 
(Dabangg  2  2012),  Sheila  is  the  “person  that  looks,  seeks  and  chooses,  while  the  male 
character awaits her pleasure.” (Nijhawan 2009: 107). She makes clear that her jawani, her 
youth is inaccessible, and she will not fall prey to their tricks to woo her, as illustrated in the 
following lyrics,  “Silly  boys.  They follow me.  When I  look at  them, their  words seem so 
hollow.  But  still  every  trick  is  ineffective  on me.” (Tees  Maar  Khan 2010).  Furthermore, 
Sheila  also blurs  the line between ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ femininity,  in  that  she is  the 
heroine of the film, unlike the dancers from the two other item songs. This is in line with 
what Nijhawan described as the greater freedom, some portrayals of women have acquired; a 
‘Wife’ character (good Indian women) can be girl  friends,  can dance and wear revealing 
clothes, and most importantly, be independent and assertive (Nijhawan 2009: 108).
This was also noted in the interview conducted with Stine Simonsen Puri, researcher at the 
department of cross-cultural and regional studies at Copenhagen University: “they can be 
sexy without destroying their modesty as a character” (Appendix C). Nonetheless, despite 
being different than the other two dancers, Sheila’s portrayal shares a similarity, in that she 
too is viewed through the male gaze. Although the lyrics of the song convey a powerful 
message, the camera angles and the presence of men within the song, making gestures such 
as licking of lips while viewing her dancing, objectifies Sheila.
All of the experts, except Puri, interviewed for this thesis hold the view that item songs are 
disempowering, and objectifying women. Kamla Bhasin, one of the experts interviewed for 
this thesis, referred to the following lyrics of Fevicol Se, “I am tandoori chicken. Gulp me 
down with alcohol” (Dabangg 2 2012), and Sheila in the interview, and explained how they 
are not the subject of the song; she said: “if you look, it is this one woman with 10-20 men 
leering on her, pouncing on her, picking her up here and there.” (Appendix B). Moreover, 
responses from the questionnaire follow the same view the majority of experts interviewed 
hold: item songs degrade women, and degrade the actress who is performing them, as they 
are reduced to materials (Appendix A). While many have argued that men too are objectified 
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in Bollywood songs, “it is 90 percent of the time women who are being objectified”, says film 
critic  Aseem Chhabra  (Al  Jazeera  2014).  In  a  talk  show discussing gender  portrayals  in 
Bollywood films hosted by Al Jazeera, Chhabra argued that “bringing these songs which have 
no relevance to the story line other than the fact that it is being done basically to sell the film 
and titillate the audience - a woman is being treated like a commodity.” (Al Jazeera 2014).
5.2.1 New trend and the female gaze
While many, including the majority of the experts and respondents to the questionnaire, hold 
the view that item songs, such as Munni Badnaam Hui and Fevicol Se are objectifying, it is 
imperative to explore the other side of the coin which new trend in item songs, such as Sheila 
Ki Jawani, has brought to the fore - the ‘unofficial femininity’, the “two-in-one” heroine, who 
serves both the official and unofficial femininity through her portrayal, as she is part of the 
narrative of the film, and is also the ‘vamp’ in the item song. The contrast between ‘official’ 
and ‘unofficial femininity’ can be seen as an escape, rather than confinement, in that it gives 
ample room to play with the issues of sexual freedom and challenge the “‘real life’ state 
ideologies” (Nijhawan 2009: 106). It provides two different ways of being. In other words, 
this space challenges the male nationalist project, in which women are perceived as chaste 
and virtuous, by displaying more than what the narrative allows.
However, this portrayal of ‘unofficial femininity’ is questioned by many, since it is through 
male gaze these sexually empowered dancers are presented to the audiences. Compared to the 
item  songs  of  the  past,  Bhasin  stated  that,  “these  modern  women  do  not  appear  to  be 
weaklings […] It is true that they are using their sexuality but still they are pandering to male 
sexuality” (Appendix B). This view is echoed by another expert C S Lakshmi, Director of 
SPARROW (Sound & Picture Archives for Research on Women), India. She explained in the 
interview that, “a woman wanting to be free with the body is one thing but using male gaze to 
portray this dance of abandon is another. Also item numbers are specially choreographed for 
titillation; how can they be ever empowering?” (Appendix D).
However, Puri, offers a different view. She says that when one implies that item songs are 
degrading, one’s “also assuming that the only one who can enjoy watching a female body is a 
man” (Appendix C). A dancer herself, Stine raises the point, that from a dancer’s perspective, 
there is an enjoyment about setting yourself free by dancing, and that does not necessarily 
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mean  that  you’re  “being  an  object  to  a  man,  it’s  also  about  you  being  a  subject  to 
yourself.” (Appendix C). It can be argued that the ambiguity brought by the “two-in-one” 
heroines is the source of female pleasure. The contradictory images of femininity go beyond 
the reifying gaze, and can be a source of visual pleasure for the female audience (Smelik 
2007: 495). 
This is evident in Puri’s interview. As a female audience, she says she loves the dance item 
songs so much so that, she often time watches Bollywood films just to watch these item songs 
(Appendix C). Furthermore, she added that during her research on portrayal of women in 
Bollywood  films,  the  Indian  female  friends  she  used  to  go  with  to  watch  films  would 
comment on the heroine’s bodies, and compliment them by saying, “yeah she is really sexy, 
and yes she has a beautiful body.” (Appendix C). Thus, although portrayed through male 
gaze, the nuanced portrayal of women is not only a source of pleasure for men, but also 
women. However,  a question then rises which Puri also brings up, is whether these item 
songs are  empowering for  the  viewer?  Here,  again,  the  limited nature  of  the  concept  of 
empowerment  is  to  be  blamed.  It  was  mentioned  earlier  that  the  conceptualisation 
empowerment does not take in to account other structures and institution, such as marriage 
and family. Sexual agency, autonomy and empowerment can also be added to the list.
5.2.2 Part conclusion
The most  notable  finding  derived  from the  analysis  of  item songs,  is  the  portrayal  of  a 
modern Indian woman such as Sheila. The ‘two-in-one’ heroine, who can be sultry and sexy, 
also has the potential to transform in to an ‘ideal Indian woman’. Not only does the ambiguity 
provided by the ‘two-in-one’ heroine upholds the ‘official femininity’, she also caters to the 
pleasure of female audience through her portrayal of ‘unofficial femininity’. To what extent 
does she empower the female audience is not known, however, in the view of the experts 
interviewed  and  the  respondents  to  the  questionnaire,  this  ‘two-in-one’ heroine  is  not 
empowered as, Bollywood actress Azmi argues, she is “surrendering herself to the male gaze. 
Because  cinema is  about  images,  and  the  way  these  images  are  constructed,  a  heaving 
bosom, a bare midriff, a shaking hip, the woman is really losing all autonomy over her whole 
body.” (Ganti 2004: 190).
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Where  experts,  such  as  Puri,  hold  a  positive  view over  the  new trend  of  a  blurred  line 
between ‘official’ and ‘unofficial femininity’, and women’s bodies being a source of female 
pleasure also for the female spectator, feminists such as Bhasin, are critical of this new trend, 
as illustrated in the following response of Bhasin from the interview: “definitely some women 
are emerging proud of their bodies, but ultimately those women are using their bodies within 
patriarchy. It is only in patriarchy women’s bodies are on sale.” (Appendix B).
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5.3 Indianness and Empowerment
It is established, through the analysis of the chosen Bollywood films, item songs, and the 
theorisation of portrayal of men and women in Bollywood over the years, that there is a 
tendency in majority of Bollywood films to portray hero as ‘active’, and women as ‘passive’. 
It  is important to highlight the role the state plays in constructing these gender roles.  As 
mentioned in the contextualisation chapter,  it  is mandatory for all  Bollywood films to go 
through  the  censor  board,  which  is  a  government  organisation.  Although  they  have  an 
extensive  guideline  prohibiting,  for  instance,  scenes  showing  women’s  degradation,  and 
pointless and excessive violence, but as visible in the portrayal of gender roles in Bollywood 
in general and the chosen films and item songs, these objectives are not always upheld. Thus, 
it can be argued that if gender roles are prevalent in Bollywood films today, they have the 
blessing of the state. Madhur Bhandarkar, a famous Bollywood director,  gives the censor 
board the responsibility of what the audiences in India see in Bollywood films. He argues that 
the censor is responsible for the content, as they cut objectionable scenes, words, from the 
films (Al Jazeera 2014). In this regard, anything and everything from item songs to violence 
against women,  and sexual harassment depicted in Bollywood films, are state approved.
How do the gender roles compare to the women’s empowerment development discourse? Dr. 
Narayanaswamy, International Development lecturer at the University of Leeds, explains in 
the interview, that the unequal power relations in the Indian society “stem from the frequent 
portrayals  of  hyper-femininity  and  hyper-masculinity,  typified  by,  for  instance,  ‘item 
numbers”, and “the narrow set of experiences that tends to make it into film plots” (Appendix 
E). Bearing in mind that Bollywood films cannot be generalised, it can be said that most of 
the  Bollywood  films  disempower  Indian  women  in  their  depiction  of  gender  roles,  as 
illustrated by Dr. Narayanaswamy’s response to the question, whether portrayal of women in 
Bollywood films disempower Indian women, “Broadly speaking, and certainly historically, 
yes.” (Appendix E). Women’s empowerment development discourse’s central components, 
ability  to  make  a  choice,  access  to  resources  and  the  concept  of  agency,  contradict  the 
stereotypical portrayal of women in Bollywood films, which is part of the nationalist project. 
Where on one hand, women’s empowerment development discourse paints a picture of a 
woman who has the capability to make choices, access to economic and human resources and 
is able to define and act upon her own goals (Moser 1993, Kabeer 1999), the nationalist 
version  of  an  ‘ideal  Indian  woman’:  a  chaste,  virtuous,  self-sacrificing  woman  who 
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epitomises  ‘Indianness’,  stands  in  opposition to  the  women’s  empowerment  development 
discourse.
This contradiction between ‘Indianness’ and women’s empowerment development discourse, 
and the blend of ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ qualities, women portray in reel and real life in 
India gives rise to an important question: Is  ‘Indianness’ disempowering? To answer this 
question,  it  is  eminent  to  take in  to  consideration,  India’s  colonial  past.  The idea of  the 
‘modern’ in India is entangled with the idea of the ‘western’ (Chaudhuri 2012: 279). This is 
so not only because modernity emerged in the West, but also because the idea of the ‘western’ 
is linked with the ‘colonial’ (Chaudhuri 2012: 279). Indian modernity, which was colonially 
mediated,  created  an  uneasy  relationship  with  the  ‘west’ (Chaudhuri  2012:  279).  In  this 
regard, the reason behind the contradiction between ‘Indianness’ and empowerment can be 
explained, by the perception of empowerment as a ‘western’ concept in India. This became 
evident in the expert interview conducted with Lakshmi. To a question, asking her view on 
portrayal  of  women  in  Bollywood  films  compared  to  the  women’s  empowerment 
development discourse, Lakshmi remarked that what the question is implying is “extremely 
colonial in its attitude towards women in a developing country. Women's empowerment has 
become the slogan for some western funders and aid -givers.” (Appendix D). This perception 
of empowerment as a ‘Western’ import, questions the universality of empowerment.
Bollywood, in Dr. Narayanaswamy’s words, is “a very diverse industry, at times reinforcing 
social norms and at other times challenging them.”  (Appendix E).  It  is  not considered a 
medium of change with development or social reform agenda. However, Bhasin argues that 
even though it  does not promote any values, media influence’s opinions and “that’s what 
empowers and disempowers women”; referring to instances where behaviour in kids and men 
was imitated from film heroes, Bhasin argues that “there is so much evidence that watching 
certain things repeatedly influences our behaviour.” (Appendix B). 
This argument that Bollywood, as an industry and Bollywood films can be a medium of 
change, is something not limited to Bollywood. Media in general, is increasingly seen as a 
medium of change in women’s empowerment development discourse. It is viewed as a tool, 
which has “power to educate, result in social change”, and it  can be used “for changing 
social  norms  that  lead  toward  the  deconstruction  of  gender  stereotyping  and  hence 
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facilitating  progress  toward  gender  equality  in  societies.”  (Salinas  2015:  2).  Moreover, 
gender bias, and gender roles are not only limited to Bollywood and India alone. Statistics 
worldwide show gender roles and representation of women in media stereotyped, sexualised, 
and serving the status quo, enhancing gender inequality and discrimination (Salinas 2015, 
Smith, Choueiti, & Pieper n.a.).
5.4 Conclusion 
Women in India are projected as cultural emblems of the Indian nation and society; thus 
changes  in  their  attire  and  demeanour  are  condemned as  threats  to  culture  and  tradition 
(Chaudhuri 2012: 280). Such perception of women is a typical trait of patriarchal societies, 
however, in India’s context this is also due to India’s colonial past. Therefore, the ‘traditional’ 
values, which remain at the core of the female characters in films and the women in society, 
is testament to the sensitivity and sense of protection towards women India acquired, during 
the British colonial rule. It can also be argued that the idea of the modern in India is deeply 
gendered (Chaudhuri 2012: 279). This is evident in the differences of portrayal of men and 
women in Bollywood films. Unlike women, men’s portrayal as ‘modern’ is not questioned. 
The balance of ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ applies only to women.
All in all, the analysis of gender roles in Bollywood films and item songs has confirmed the 
popular  view  that  gender  roles  in  Bollywood  films  are  stereotypical,  with  very  little 
exceptions.  Moreover,  this  unique  study  of  viewing  gender  roles  through  women’s 
empowerment development discourse,  generated two important findings.  Firstly,  that item 
songs  are  not  necessarily  objectifying,  and  cater  not  solely  to  the  male  audience;  the 
ambiguity of the ‘two-in-one’ heroine provides the female spectator a contrasting image of 
being,  and  is  a  source  of  visual  pleasure.  Secondly,  gender  roles  in  Bollywood  films 
contradict  the  women’s  empowerment  development  discourse.  To  be  specific,  the 
‘Indianness’  portrayed  by  the  female  characters  is  disempowering.  Nonetheless,  it  is 
important to consider the limitations posed by the concept of empowerment, in that it lacks 
focus on the other overriding structures, and aspects of life such as marriage, family and 
sexual agency.
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6. Conclusion
In light of the analysis of gender roles in the chosen Bollywood films and item songs, and 
Bollywood films in general, the main argument of the thesis, Bollywood films through their 
portrayal  of  women  and  men,  reflect  women’s  subordinate  status  in  India,  holds  true. 
However,  as the thesis developed, the empirical  material  and its  analysis brought to fore 
another dimension, which this initial main argument did not identify. As the results carried 
out  by  previous  researches,  this  thesis  and  Bollywood  director  Bhandarkar’s  following 
statement: “I derive all my scripts from the real life, what happens in the society.” (Al Jazeera 
2014) indicate, Bollywood films do reflect reality. However, it is argued, that by reflecting 
reality, Bollywood films reinforce and rationalise existing realities, and contribute to further 
subordination of women in India; in the words of Bhasin, “equality showing movies are a 
minority and are not the most popular films. Most of the films reflect and create a reality 
which leads to  further subordination of  women.” (Appendix B).  In  this  regard,  the main 
argument of the thesis can be modified to, Bollywood films through their portrayal of women 
and men, reflect and contribute to women’s subordinate status in India. 
The thesis provides an all-embracing, and an in-depth answer to the problem formulation, 
“How can portrayal of gender roles in different genres of Bollywood films compare to 
women’s  empowerment  development  discourse?”.  The  short  answer  is  that,  majority  of 
gender roles in Bollywood films, stand in contradiction to the image presented by women’s 
empowerment  development  discourse.  Portrayals  of  women as  passive  beings  within  the 
film’s narrative, which is an opposite image of what women’s empowerment development 
discourse portrays, serves as a barrier to women’s  empowerment. However, exceptions, such 
as  the ‘vamp’ and ‘two-in-one’ heroines portrayed in the item songs, provide a contrasting 
image - an image of a sexually empowered, and assertive woman.
The longer version of the answer to the problem formulation takes in account assumptions 
regarding the concept of empowerment, and India as a country. It  has been mentioned at 
several instances in the thesis that gender roles in Bollywood, especially the view of an ‘ideal 
Indian woman’, is a nationalist project. This nationalist project took off in post-independence 
India as a means of nation-building, but as seen in the films analysed, it is still very much 
prevalent.  Portrayals  of  men changed with time,  adapting to the development discourses, 
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however, women are still, with a few exceptions, portrayed through the nationalist project 
view. It  can then be said that the contradiction between the portrayal of women, and the 
women’s  empowerment  development  discourse  is,  on  a  broader  level,  a  contradiction 
between the development approach of women empowerment and Indian state’s version of the 
‘ideal  Indian  woman’.  This  gives  rise  to  an  important  question,  is  the  concept  of 
empowerment  universal?  As  discussed  in  the  contextualisation  chapter  and  the  analysis, 
India’s  colonial  past  has  influenced,  among  many  other  things,  its  view  of  women  and 
consequently its portrayal of women in Bollywood films. The justification of the patriarchal 
British rule of liberating India’s women from the ‘harmful’ practices and traditions, left a 
mark on India as a country, in that it became protective of its women. This still resonates in 
India. It is visible in the perception of empowerment in India, which is widely referred to as a 
‘Western’ concept.  The  contradiction  between  ‘Indianness’ of  a  woman  and  the  image 
portrayed  by  the  women’s  empowerment  development  discourse,  therefore,  calls  for  a 
culturally informed definition, and conceptualisation of  empowerment.
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